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      THE BLACK BARON
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      The Desert of Tears seemed eternal, like an ocean, stretching to the corners of the world. Beyond the white sands and mirages
         stood the nothingness of dunes, ever shifting in the hot winds. Light poured from the cloudless sky, blinding the lone rider
         as he loped across the earth, his fair skin shielded from the sun beneath a headdress called a gaka. His drowa bounced slowly
         through the desert, unhurried, unconcerned for the mission of its rider, which had taken the young man from the safety of
         a fabled city toward the unknown dangers of the northern world. The young man had lived in the desert more than a year now,
         but he had never grown accustomed to the lung-searing air or the way the sun could peel his skin. Today, the sun tracked him
         without pity, making him long for home.
      

      
      For Gilwyn Toms, home was Jador, the city of his beloved White-Eye, a city that had opened its arms to him and his companions
         when the world they knew – the world up north – had gone insane. Like his companions, Gilwyn Toms was an exile now. The Desert
         of Tears, that vast sea of sand and wicked heat, had protected Jador from the continent and most of their enemies, and had
         been a good home for Gilwyn. He had missed his land of Liiria, but he had found solace in Jador and love in the arms of White-Eye.
         And he had not wanted his time in Jador to end, but rather to go on untroubled, undisturbed by the upheaval racking the world
         beyond the sands.
      

      
      Gilwyn raised his face to heaven, squinting at the sun. He could bear the brightness only for a moment, but noon had passed
         and that comforted him. Lukien had taught him the art of reckoning, and by his amateurish calculation he guessed that he had
         six hours more before the sun abated and he could rest for the night. It had been three days since he had left Jador. At least
         two more days remained before he reached Ganjor, the gateway to the north. Alone, he had only his silent drowa for company,
         but if he calmed himself he could reach deep within his mind and find Ruana. She was with him always now, a pleasant current
         running through his brain. She was like Teku, the pet monkey he had left in Jador, perched on his shoulder, always there if he took
         the time to look for her. Gilwyn looked for her now, sensing her sublime presence. Closing his eyes, he saw her pretty face.
      

      
      Ruana had been young when she died, falling from a boat into a lake and drowning. In life she had been an Akari, when that
         race had ruled the land called Kaliatha. She was an Akari still, but now she was a spirit, bound to him, pledged to aid him
         and bring out the ‘gift’, that strange summoning power he was only now beginning to understand. Most Inhumans had such a gift,
         and now Gilwyn was one of them. He had been an Inhuman all his life, in fact, from the day in his crib when Minikin had kissed
         his forehead, forever marking him. But only a few months ago had he been introduced to Ruana. Though she had been with him
         from that moment in infancy, she was still new to Gilwyn, still an enigma to unravel. Keeping his eyes closed, he glimpsed
         her fair face and slight smile, like looking in a wavy mirror. Her ears turned up in elfish points.
      

      
      I can feel your tiredness, she said. Take your ease now, for a while at least.

      
      The words were soundless, yet resonated like a spoken voice from her dead realm. Gilwyn had only to think his answer to reply.

      
      The heat, he reminded her. He tried to flex his clubbed left hand, an appendage that matched his clubbed left foot for uselessness.
         My hand aches. And I’m itching like mad under this gaka.

      
      Though the desert garb shielded him from the sun, it also set his skin on fire. Ruana’s sympathy came over him like a mother’s
         pity. Instantly her strength buoyed him. They were one, Gilwyn and his Akari, and though he still did not fully grasp their
         bond he knew that Ruana did more than guide his gift. She shared his thoughts and, sometimes, his pains, and when he was weak
         she shouldered him. So far, she had helped him mightily to cross the desert. Gilwyn was not strong like Lukien, the Bronze
         Knight. At eighteen, he was no longer a child, but he had lived a sheltered life in Liiria, one of books and fantasies. Even
         now it was hard for him to grasp the enormity of his task. No one had wanted him to cross the desert, not Minikin and certainly
         not White-Eye, but they had not stopped him, either. They had tried, but in the end they had relented, letting him go on his
         desperate mission.
      

      
      ‘We’ll make it,’ he said aloud, more to himself than to Ruana. Beneath him the hairy drowa ignored his boast, twitching its
         ears. He could barely see the horizon, but he knew that Ganjor awaited him. It would be an oasis after his journey, but he
         would have to be cautious there. He was Jadori now, and the Jadori were not welcome in the city by everyone. If he could find
         the Ganjeese princess he might be safe, but if he could not he would simply enter the city as quietly as possible, hiding
         under his gaka, and leave just as soon as he could.
      

      
      
      Princess Salina will find you, said Ruana confidently. Remember Dahj and Kamag.

      
      Gilwyn nodded, reminded now of Lorn’s advice. Lorn, who had been helped across the desert by Salina, had told him to ask for
         men named Dahj and Kamag. They could be trusted, Lorn had said. They would take him to the Ganjeese princess.
      

      
      But could Salina be trusted, Gilwyn wondered? Still, after all that had happened? Or had she since been discovered? It was
         a crime to help northerners across the desert but Salina had disobeyed her father, aiding the desperate from the war-torn
         continent in their bid to reach Jador. She had even warned Minikin and the others of danger, sending her doves across the
         Desert of Tears with their tiny hand-written notes and allowing them to prepare for Aztar’s attacks. Of all Gilwyn’s companions,
         only Lorn had actually seen Salina. He had described her as breath-taking and courageous. She was, to Gilwyn’s thinking, certainly
         made of iron, for she was but a girl in a realm where females were subservient, and if her secret were ever discovered she
         would surely be imprisoned. Or worse.
      

      
      Do not fret for her, said Ruana. The girl can take care of herself.

      
      But is she safe? Gilwyn asked.
      

      
      Ruana hesitated. I cannot tell.

      
      ‘Of course you can tell,’ said Gilwyn. ‘You just won’t say.’

      
      You are right, said Ruana. There was a laughing quality to her tone. I can tell, but I cannot tell you.

      
      It was not her place to reveal such things, nor predict the future nor tell him of the afterlife. The Akari existed beyond
         the world of the living and so had many secrets. From the realm of the dead they saw with eyes of gods, but they were wise
         beings and knew the virtue of silence. Unlike the Akari, Gilwyn was alive. He existed in the realm of the living, with all its choices and possibilities. His possibilities. The choices were not Ruana’s
         to make. She had explained that to him, and so had Minikin. If Salina were dead or imprisoned, it was not for Ruana to say,
         though surely she could have searched the living world for the answer.
      

      
      ‘If she’s alive I’ll find her,’ said Gilwyn. Then he shrugged, his confidence waning. ‘If I can.’

      
      He licked his dry lips, trying to put aside his fears. It would be a month until he made it as far north as Liiria. He had
         so very long to go. He needed to be a man now, not the boy he had been in Liiria, surrounded by books. Only a man – a truly
         brave man – could save Baron Glass from the Devil’s Armour.
      

      
      Too much, chided Ruana gently. You think too much of all these things. Quiet yourself. Rest now.

      
      Gilwyn shook his head. ‘Can’t.’

      
      He took a skin from the drowa’s tack and squirted a stream of water into his mouth. His aim was expert now, but he carefully conserved the precious liquid. The water, hot from the desert, stung
         his throat as much as cooled it.
      

      
      Rest so that you do not waste yourself, urged Ruana. It is hours yet until the sun goes down. And the drowa cannot go on forever.
            It needs rest, too.

      
      Though not without sympathy for the beast, Gilwyn ignored Ruana’s suggestion. A drowa could go for hours without rest or water;
         that much he had learned from the Jadori. And if the poor creature expired when they reached Ganjor . . .
      

      
      Gilwyn thought about that a moment. He reached down and patted the drowa’s muscled neck. So much of what was happening seemed
         unfair. Even this ugly animal had got caught in the whirlwind. Surely it didn’t want to die, but like Gilwyn it went on because
         it had to go on.
      

      
      There was no choice.

      
      At sundown, Gilwyn finally rested.

      
      He was pleased with the day’s progress, and by the time the sunlight slackened he and his drowa were exhausted. He didn’t
         wait for the sun to complete its decent, but rather took advantage of the last slivers of light to make his camp. He was more
         than halfway through the desert now, and had come to a place were the ground was firmer and some dry plants grew in scrubby
         patches. Ugly, mis-shapen hills of baked earth shadowed the distance. A few cacti huddled nearby, but Gilwyn saw nothing of
         water or any real shade. As he had done the past two nights, he unloaded his belongings from the drowa and arranged his meagre
         camp, mostly a bedroll, some food, and a knife for eating. With the sun going down he had no need for shade, for soon the
         temperature would drop. The thought of the cool evening made him smile.
      

      
      Before settling down Gilwyn tended to the drowa, first removing the saddle and striped blanket, then feeding it from a bag
         of fruits and mixed grains. Since the drowa could eat cactus and gain water from it, he led the beast to the small stand of
         piny plants. Drowas were browsers, he knew, and got much of their nourishment from the things they found in the desert. Gilwyn
         held the beast’s tack as it fed, using its long snout and powerful teeth to slowly devour the plants. By the time the drowa
         had finished, the sun was almost complete gone, and with it nearly every speck of light.
      

      
      ‘Soon the stars will come,’ he said. Already some were twinkling through the twilight. He led the drowa back to his camp and
         eased the beast down. Now sated, the drowa bent easily to his will. Or was it his gift? Gilwyn couldn’t say for sure, but
         the drowa had surprised him with its compliance. Usually, they were haughty, independent beasts, but this one had obeyed his
         every command. He had not even found the need to stake it down at night; the drowa simply stayed with him. ‘Good boy,’ he crooned, patting the drowa’s back.
      

      
      Famished from the ride, the meagre items in his travelling back seemed like a banquet. Mostly they were staples, like flat
         Jadori bread, dates and figs from the gardens around the palace, and goats cheese made by some of the city’s northerners.
         The cheese smelled particularly bad to Gilwyn as he unwrapped it, but it had hardened with dryness and he had been assured
         it would do him no harm. Since he had no need to cook, and since he welcomed whatever cold the night would bring, he didn’t
         bother making a fire. The stars, he knew, would provide all the light he needed.
      

      
      So Gilwyn ate, all the while watching the stars come alive above him. Back in Koth, when he had been apprenticed to Figgis,
         they had watched the stars together from a balcony in the city’s great library. Figgis had taught him about the movements
         of the heavens and Gilwyn had remembered everything. But here in the desert the constellations seemed different. They had
         actually moved, and he knew it was because he was so far south, so very far away from his homeland.
      

      
      Still, he could make out his favourite constellations, and as they slowly appeared he studied them, calling out their names
         one by one, whispering to himself. His voice seemed to go on forever. Suddenly he wished for company, anyone with warm blood
         and real flesh, but all he had was Ruana, floating around him – inside him – like an invisible ghost.
      

      
      Ruana, however, remained silent. Gilwyn could feel her, but she kept her distance while he ate, allowing him privacy. Finally,
         his hunger satisfied, he rolled a blanket into a pillow and propped it beneath his head, then looked up again into the star-filled
         sky. Like a theater, the night exploded with life. Gilwyn felt lost in its enormity. His thoughts turned to Salina again,
         and what she might look like.
      

      
      Beautiful. That’s what Lorn had said. Gilwyn dug into his pocket and pulled out the only real thing of value he carried. The
         lump of gold felt sturdy in his hand, like the man who’d given it to him. He held the ring up above his face, studying it
         in the starlight. It was Lorn’s kingship ring, proof that he still lived. Gilwyn considered the prize, wondering what Jazana
         Carr would do when she saw the ring. He was to give the ring to her with Lorn’s promise to reclaim it someday. Gilwyn had
         met Jazana Carr only once, but he suspected the message would craze her.
      

      
      ‘Ruana,’ he whispered. ‘Are you there?’

      
      Always.

      
      ‘What do you think will happen? When Jazana Carr gets the ring, I mean?’

      
      It was the kind of question Gilwyn often posed, the kind Ruana could not answer. The spirit seemed to chuckle.

      
      The ring is nothing. It is Lorn that concerns you, Gilwyn, not Jazana Carr.

      
      
      The reply annoyed Gilwyn, who playfully slipped the ring onto his finger. Much too big for him, it quickly slid to his knuckle.

      
      ‘I trust Lorn, Ruana,’ he said.

      
      You worry, said Ruana, about Lorn and what he will do to Jador.

      
      ‘He’ll do nothing. I left him to look after things, that’s all.’

      
      He is King Lorn the Wicked.

      
      Gilwyn nodded. ‘I know.’

      
      He had never asked Ruana’s advice on the matter, and now it was too late. Jador needed a strong leader. Baron Glass had stolen
         the Devil’s Armour and fled north to Jazana Carr. Lukien had gone after him, and might well be dead. White-Eye was blind now,
         the victim of the armour’s accursed spirit, and Minikin . . .
      

      
      Thinking of Minikin broke the boy’s heart.

      
      ‘I had no choice,’ said Gilwyn. ‘Lorn knows how to deal with any troubles that come up. White-Eye needs him, even if she won’t
         admit it.’
      

      
      White-Eye is Kahana, Ruana reminded him. She has the blood of Kadar in her veins. She is strong.

      
      ‘She’s blind now, Ruana,’ said Gilwyn. ‘She’s lost her Akari, and I don’t know what that will do to her. She needs help to
         rule Jador. She needs Lorn, because there’s no one else left.’
      

      
      His logic was inescapable. Ruana remained silent. Gilwyn took Lorn’s ring off his finger and stuffed it back into his pocket.
         He intended to keep the promise he’d made to Lorn, to give the ring to Jazana Carr and tell her that King Lorn the Wicked
         would return for it. Then, if the Great Fate willed it, he would deal with the demon who had blinded White-Eye.
      

      
      Enough now, said Ruana suddenly. No more black thoughts. Clear your mind.

      
      ‘My mind is clear.’

      
      Oh? Now is a good time, then.

      
      ‘For what?’

      
      To stretch your mind. The desert can teach you things, Gilwyn.

      
      Gilwyn lifted his head from the blanket, listening. To him the desert seemed dead.

      
      Not with your ears, argued Ruana. Stop being silly and do as I say.

      
      ‘Ruana, I’m tired. Do we have to do this now? In the morning, maybe . . .’

      
      You can sleep soon enough. The spirit paused a moment. Though he could not see her face now, Gilwyn could feel her sly smile. Open your mind, Gilwyn. Use your gift to search the desert.

      
      Gilwyn closed his eyes. ‘All right,’ he agreed, admitting some curiosity. He had opened his mind to the desert before, but
         mostly to search for kreels, the giant lizards the Jadori rode. There would be no kreels this far from the city, he was sure.
         ‘What should I look for?’
      

      
      
      Suddenly he wasn’t just in the desert any longer. He was over it, his mind soaring across the warm sand and rugged hillsides.
         The sensation amazed him. It came with such ease.
      

      
      You see? Freeing your mind here is different from in the city, said Ruana. Here there are no other beings to interfere.

      
      Untethered, Gilwyn let his mind fly through the night. He felt weightless, as if he himself were a bird on wing. The cool
         air made a mantel for him, wrapping him, bearing him up in every direction. He laughed with delight, and his concentration
         did not falter the way it had in the past.
      

      
      ‘What’s out here?’ he asked, excited to know. ‘What am I looking for, Ruana?’

      
      Control the gift, Gilwyn. You shall see.

      
      Gilwyn steadied his senses. Some Inhumans had amazing strength. Others, like the hunch-backed Monster, had the grace of a
         dancer. Gilwyn’s gift lied in other creatures, and the ability to communicate with him. He had always had this gift, Minikin
         had told him, from the moment he’d been given a monkey to help him with the smallest chores. That strange bond had grown into
         an infinity of powers, and Ruana had brought them out in him. With her help, he could control the amazing reptilian kreels
         or snatch a hawk in flight and see the world below through its keen, soaring eyes. With Ruana, he was never alone. Now she
         had sensed something worth finding.
      

      
      But what?

      
      Gilwyn slowed his thinking. Whatever was out there would come to him. His mind would draw it out. He would feel its coursing
         blood.
      

      
      ‘Rodents,’ he said. Their small brains and clicking language tickled his brain. Focusing, he realized they were everywhere,
         hidden in the darkness. But he knew they were not why Ruana tested him.
      

      
      What else? asked the Akari.
      

      
      Gilwyn paused. The whole sensation was pleasant but confusing. ‘I don’t feel anything,’ he said. ‘Just—’

      
      A presence struck him like a wall. In the darkness moved something massive, far away but determined. Prowling, on the hunt.
         Unspeakably cold. There was no mistaking it.
      

      
      ‘A rass,’ he whispered.

      
      The great snakes of the desert. Hooded like a cobra. Enemy to the kreel. The terror of their desert realm. Gilwyn had seen
         them hunting for kreel eggs in the twilight. He had even touched one’s mind. They were giants, with skulls like boulders and
         coiling, muscled bodies that could easily squeeze the life from his drowa. This one was far away, too far to catch his scent
         on its flicking tongue.
      

      
      ‘It doesn’t know we’re here,’ said Gilwyn, more than slightly relieved.

      
      Remember the gift, Gilwyn. Speak with the beast.

      
      
      The notion made Gilwyn recoil. ‘What? No . . .’

      
      Command it, Ruana insisted. You are its master. Make it believe.

      
      ‘Are there others?’ Gilwyn asked. He probed the desert looking for rass, frightened at the prospect of being surrounded.

      
      Concentrate.

      
      ‘I am.’

      
      No, you are not. You are afraid.

      
      ‘Ruana, if it senses us it might come looking for a meal.’

      
      It will not, because you are its master.

      
      Gilwyn laughed. ‘Does it know that?’

      
      You must tell it so. Make it believe. Go deeper.

      
      Gilwyn steeled himself, then touched the serpent’s mind again. The first time he had proved a rass had been months before,
         out in the kreel valley with Ghost. The encounter had drained and frightened him, and he had hoped never to do it again. Now,
         this new rass entered his brain. He could feel it hunting, slithering across the earth, its slivered eyes scanning the terrain,
         its tongue darting out to taste the air.
      

      
      ‘I can feel it,’ he said softly. ‘I can feel its mind.’

      
      Slowly, he unlocked its brain. A carnal picture of the hunt appeared. The snake’s thinking filled Gilwyn, and when it noticed
         him it paused. Its great body ceased slithering. Its hooded head rose to look around. Confused, its leathery eyelids blinked.
      

      
      It knows you’re here now, said Ruana.
      

      
      Gilwyn nodded but could not speak. The serpent’s thoughts mesmerized him. He struggled to keep his distance, to keep the gleaming
         eyes from withering his resolve. Ruana forced him forward. He could feel her hand at his shoulder, comforting him.
      

      
      It is afraid of you, she said. It cannot see you. It cannot smell you. Yet it knows you are here.

      
      Gilwyn’s confidence crested. If the beast were afraid of him . . .

      
      He bored deeper into its brain, making himself known, allowing it to sense him fully.

      
      You are powerful . . .

      
      ‘Powerful,’ Gilwyn echoed. And as he said the word he believed it, making the rass believe it too. A shrinking sense of dominion
         overcame the serpent. Its ancient mind twisted. Gilwyn fixed his thoughts. Magically, unspoken words passed between them.
      

      
      I am your master, he said. Do not come hunting here.

      
      The effort made him shake. Holding their minds sapped his strength.

      
      Know me, he continued. Know my presence.

      
      He saw the serpent rear back, opening its fanged maw and hissing in anger. Hatred filled its tiny brain. Its rope-like tongue
         darted out to search for him, probing the night. Its muddled thinking startled Gilwyn.
      

      
      
      He felt his control begin to slip. Ruana quickly bolstered him, thrusting him further toward the rass. The strength of the
         bond startled the snake, making it lower its glistening head.
      

      
      It obeys, said Ruana. It knows you are its master, Gilwyn.

      
      Gilwyn forced himself to continue, feeling every fibre of the creature, sensing every instinct. Its anger diminished, its
         hissing ebbed. The beast’s shining eyes calmed, watching the night for the thing it now feared.
      

      
      ‘What now?’ Gilwyn asked.

      
      You may release it, Ruana replied. It will not hunt here now.

      
      Slowly, Gilwyn let his grip slip away, drawing back across the dark sands. He opened his eyes, then felt the thunderous pounding
         of a headache. He felt exhausted, completely spent from the brief encounter. But he felt exhilarated, too.
      

      
      ‘Ruana,’ he said softly. ‘That was incredible.’

      
      Ruana’s voice resounded with pride. You had done it before. You only need to practice.

      
      ‘It’s difficult,’ Gilwyn confessed. ‘I was afraid.’

      
      I will never tell you to do something that you cannot do, Gilwyn. You need only trust me – and yourself.

      
      The answer comforted Gilwyn. ‘I’m tired,’ he sighed.

      
      Ruana’s reply was sweet. Sleep now. The rass will not harm you.

      
      Gilwyn put the serpent from his mind, trusting Ruana. Within minutes he was asleep.

      
      The next morning dawned as hotly as the one before.

      
      Gilwyn did not bother breaking his fast in camp, but rather mounted his drowa early and resumed his long trek toward Ganjor.
         As he rode he took some flat bread from his bags to stem his hunger, washing it down with warm water from the skins that jangled
         off his saddle. The night’s sleep had energized him, and being more than halfway to Ganjor put bounce in his stance. Already
         his skin was beginning to itch beneath his headdress, and the stubble of a light beard irritated his face. He rubbed at the
         beard, wondering what White-Eye would think of it. Most Jadori men wore beards, a sign of virility and source of great pride,
         and since he had been Regent of Jador he thought a beard might be a good idea.
      

      
      ‘When I return, maybe,’ he said with confidence, sure suddenly that he would see White-Eye again.

      
      Gilwyn rode on for nearly an hour before coming upon a stand of cacti. Not knowing when more of the water-bearing plants would
         appear, he decided to stop and feed his drowa. Without using the tack, he led the huge beast to the plants. The drowa munched
         happily while Gilwyn stood aside, studying the horizon. He could still not see Ganjor, but he didn’t expect to, really. The city was large, larger by far than Jador, but it was still many miles away.
      

      
      ‘Tomorrow, then,’ he told himself. Staring off across the sands, he contemplated the distance to Ganjor, and how many hours
         of scorching heat he had left to endure. By nightfall tomorrow, he might see the city. Then, at last, he could meet Salina.
      

      
      He was about to turn back to his drowa when something in the distance caught his attention, the movement of two dark shapes
         against the white sand. Gilwyn squinted hard, focusing against the dazzling sun. He hadn’t seen anyone since leaving Jador,
         and it took a moment for him to realize that, yes, these were people riding toward him.
      

      
      ‘Look,’ he said excitedly, wondering if Ruana had noticed them. ‘Riders.’

      
      And riding quickly, too, Gilwyn realized. Toward him. They had seen him, no doubt, but there were not many who came across
         the desert these days. There had been no more Seekers since the battle with Aztar. Nor had anyone seen the remains of Aztar’s
         army. Still, Gilwyn had seen the likes of these riders before, and his heart froze over.
      

      
      ‘Raiders.’

      
      Fear nailed him in place. His mind groped for an explanation. Aztar’s raiders had all been defeated, soundly trounced by Minikin’s
         magic. Aztar himself was dead, no doubt, yet these were raiders, unmistakably, Voruni fighters from Aztar’s own tribe. Their
         dark gakas, visible now as they drew near, flared out behind them like comet tails as they rode. Gilwyn stumbled backward,
         into the still-feeding drowa.
      

      
      ‘Ruana,’ Gilwyn called. ‘What should I do?’

      
      Ruana was with him instantly. Get on your drowa, Gilwyn. Do it now.

      
      Poor advice, thought Gilwyn, but he snatched the beast away from its meal and pulled himself onto its back. Mounting the drowa
         took effort for him, though, for his clubbed appendages slowed him. Finally able to throw over his leg, he wheeled the drowa
         around to face the coming riders. He could hear the powerful hooves of their drowas beating on the sand. Out-running them
         was impossible, and in the desert there was no place to hide.
      

      
      Turn around and ride, Ruana urged, back the way you came.

      
      Gilwyn obeyed, urging the drowa on. The beast exploded beneath him. Over his shoulder, Gilwyn saw the raiders pursuing, tucked
         low in their saddles. With nowhere to go, Gilwyn’s mind numbed to the possibility of capture.
      

      
      ‘They’ll catch us,’ he gasped.

      
      Ruana’s voice stayed firm. Find the rass, Gilwyn, she commanded. It’s very near.

      
      ‘The rass?’

      
      
      Find the rass and bring it here.

      
      ‘Yes!’

      
      Gilwyn drove the fear from his mind, closing his eyes and summoning the gift. Behind him, he heard the shouts of the raiders
         urging him to surrender. They were Aztar’s men; he knew that surely now. And if they caught him they would kill him, revenge
         for what Minikin had done. But even this he pushed aside, thinking instead of the open desert and of the cold-blooded monster
         hidden in its folds. The feeling of the rass was unforgettable. He homed in on it, sensing it easily. This time he entered
         its brain like a knife, slicing past its primeval thoughts into its very core. The rass was near, no more than minutes away.
         It had sunned itself and was ready to hunt, and when Gilwyn entered its mind it reared up to spread its coloured hood.
      

      
      ‘I have it,’ he said. Opening his eyes, he focused both on the rass and his blurring surroundings. Soon his drowa would tire,
         he knew, and the blood-thirsty quartet would catch him.
      

      
      Unless he called the rass.

      
      Obey me, he said, speaking only to the serpent, drilling into its brain and seizing its thoughts. I am your master. Yield to me.
      

      
      He had done it with Teku, and he had done it with kreel. But this was different, far more difficult. The serpent, confused
         by his commands, lifted itself up to search for him. Somehow, it knew he was coming, and though they could not yet see each
         other, it waited.
      

      
      Down! Gilwyn commanded. Into the sand. Hide yourself.

      
      Time slipped quickly as the raiders sped toward him. Gilwyn forced himself to concentrate.

      
      Enemies come, he told the rass. Hide yourself.

      
      Remarkably, the creature understood. Though he still could not see it, Gilwyn knew its location now. Up ahead lay a cradle
         of rocks, blown-over with sand and studded with brush. Hidden there lay the rass, waiting for him. Gilwyn directed his mind
         at the creature, filling it with his presence, speaking in a language it somehow understood. As he drew near the rocks, he
         felt the serpent bend to his will. Its dark eyes dawned with understanding. Then, at last, it obeyed. Moving with a quickness
         that seemed impossible, it burrowed its long body beneath the rocks and sand, shielding itself in shadows.
      

      
      And Gilwyn rode right toward it.

      
      Trust yourself, Ruana told him.
      

      
      With little choice, Gilwyn urged his drowa toward the rocks. Now the raiders were gaining again, their own mounts lathered
         with effort. Peering over his shoulder, Gilwyn watched the raiders draw their weapons. The rocks were only yards away. He
         braced himself and raced toward them.
      

      
      
      Hear me, he commanded. The hidden rass opened its mind for him. The four are your prey.

      
      The serpent understood. Confident, Gilwyn entered the rocks. His drowa slowed, then wheeled about at Gilwyn’s order, snorting
         in anger as the four raiders approached. Gilwyn drew the dagger at his belt and held it aloft. Up ahead, he could barely see
         the outline of the enormous rass, tucked in waiting at the base of the rocks.
      

      
      ‘Come, then, damn you!’ he cried. The raiders were clearly visible now, four burly Voruni with scimitars and oily beards combed
         to sharp, black points. The first man, a Zarturk by the looks of him, held up a hand and brought his men to a halt. Gilwyn
         cursed when he saw their strategy. Zarturks were leaders among the Voruni, tribal warriors who had proven themselves in battle,
         and this one wasn’t stupid. He looked at Gilwyn across the rocks, lowering his blade curiously and leaning back in the saddle
         of his drowa. Gilwyn put his thumbnail to his front teeth and flicked a vulgar gesture at them. He had not learned a lot of
         their language, but because the Voruni spoke a tongue similar to the Jadori he knew how to curse them.
      

      
      ‘Aztar moahmad!’ he shouted. The words meant ‘filth of Aztar,’ and when the Zarturk heard the insult he bristled. He barked
         back across the rocks, calling Gilwyn a stupid boy and ordering him to surrender. Gilwyn shook his head, refusing to budge,
         but he knew he could not hold the rass much longer.
      

      
      ‘Come and get me!’ Gilwyn cried, then turned his drowa and rode off, sure that the raiders would follow. Half his brain stayed
         connected to the rass. The other half turned to see two of the raiders riding to pursue. The other pair rode round the rocks,
         trying to reach him the long way. Gilwyn quickly reigned in his drowa. The first men were riding past the rocks. Sure that
         he had no choice, he shot an order to the waiting serpent.
      

      
      Now!

      
      A swale of black flesh and shaking sand burst from the rocks. The shocked riders reared back on their mounts. The great rass
         unfolded its leathery hood, opened its forbidding maw, and lunged. Gilwyn watched, horrified, as the nearest drowa stumbled
         back and spilled its rider in the monster’s shadow. His comrade, dumbstruck, barely raised his blade. The rass was on them
         instantly, quickly coiling round the fallen man, then bearing him up in its vise-grip tail. The head jolted forward, knocked
         the other rider from his mount, then reared back in leering delight before clamping its jaws around him. A moment later both
         men were in the air, one suffocating in the serpent’s tail, the other punctured and bloody, dangling from the creature’s fangs.
      

      
      ‘Fate above . . .’

      
      Nausea spiked in Gilwyn’s throat. The remaining raiders stopped, as stunned as Gilwyn by the shocking sight. The Zarturk turned to look at Gilwyn, his dark eyes furious. Quickly he and his
         remaining warrior retreated, circling around the rocks and safely away from the raging serpent. The rass, occupied with its
         still-living prey, barely noticed them. Sickened by what he’d done, Gilwyn lost control of the rass. When he did, Ruana slammed
         into his mind.
      

      
      Get control or get away from it!

      
      Confused, Gilwyn squeezed his legs and urged the drowa away. With nowhere to go he rode away from the raiders, begging the
         drowa to hurry. He left the rock behind, left the rass to feed on the two men he had trapped, and was soon out in the open
         again, racing helplessly away from the raiders, who shouted after him.
      

      
      ‘Unless there are more snakes out here I’m in trouble!’ he gasped. ‘Ruana?’

      
      The Akari gave no reply, because nothing could be done and Gilwyn knew it. With only a dagger and an exhausted drowa, he had
         no hope at all. He looked over his shoulder and saw the relentless raiders bearing down fast. Behind them, the rass had dropped
         the man from its tail and craned its neck skyward to swallow the other man whole.
      

      
      ‘All right, enough running,’ spat Gilwyn. ‘They have me. Damn it!’

      
      He jerked back the drowa’s reins and spun to a halt, facing the Zarturk and his man. The Voruni pair brought their own mounts
         to a stop a few yards away. Thunder filled the Zarturk’s face. A jagged tattoo across his cheek twitched with fury.
      

      
      ‘You want me, you pirate trash?’ Gilwyn held up his dagger. ‘You want to rob me? Then come and get me!’

      
      The Zarturk and his underling smirked at his small weapon. Then, surprisingly, both men put their blades into their belts.
         The Zarturk shook his head contemptuously, pointing to the distant rass.
      

      
      ‘That’s right,’ Gilwyn taunted. ‘Big snake. Bad death. Do you understand me, you stupid beasts?’

      
      The Zarturk frowned. ‘Aztar.’

      
      Gilwyn’s dagger trembled. ‘What?’

      
      ‘Aztar,’ said the man again, then pointed eastward. ‘Aztar.’

      
      ‘Aztar? Aztar’s dead,’ said Gilwyn. He pretended to draw his knife over his throat. ‘Dead.’

      
      The Voruni understood the gesture, but shook his head in denial. ‘Aztar bis arok.’

      
      ‘Arok? Alive?’

      
      The Zarturk nodded, then put out a finger and bid Gilwyn forward. ‘Aztar.’

      
      They want you to follow them, said Ruana.
      

      
      Gilwyn couldn’t speak. There was nowhere to go and no one to aid him. Helpless, he put the dagger back in its small sheath. He rode toward the Zarturk warily, unsure what else to do. His
         heart thundered in his temples, muddling his thinking and his connection to Ruana. Aztar would kill him, and probably not
         quickly. The thought of torture smothered him. As he rode he took no notice of the nearby dune, partially blocking the horizon.
         The angry face of the Zarturk filled his vision. Like Gilwyn, the big man and his companion remained oblivious to their surroundings.
         Having forgotten the nearby rass, not even Gilwyn saw it in time.
      

      
      A black shadow fell across the dune. Sand exploded amid the terrible cries of frightened drowa. Ruana burst into Gilwyn’s
         mind, but amidst the sudden chaos he barely noticed her. He saw only a great wall of rising flesh . . . and then, darkness.
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      A young woman on a horse entered the broken city of Koth just as twilight fell. It had been a long day’s journey from the
         farm up in Borath, and the woman, who was not much more than a girl, felt depleted. Around her, all of Koth’s past majesty
         seemed to lay in ruins. Norvan soldiers patrolled the streets along with bands of mercenaries. The fires of the battle two
         weeks before had finally died away, but the smell of smoke still lingered over Koth, reminding everyone of the terror that
         had happened here. Not far ahead, the woman could see Library Hill. At the top of the hill stood the once-great Cathedral
         of Knowledge, devastated now, its timbers and stone walls split by Norvan catapults. Torches burned brightly on the road winding
         up the hill while men camped and rested on the grounds, still recovering from the bloody siege. In the middle of a wide avenue,
         the woman drew her horse to a halt. Bad memories swarmed over her as she stared up at the library.
      

      
      Her name was Mirage. Once, not long ago, her name had been Meriel, but she had swapped that name for the beauty of a magical
         mask. She was an Inhuman, a person of Grimhold, and the Akari bound to her mind had given her a splendid gift. As a teen she
         had been burned, nearly dying in a fire. She had lived with the scars of that event for years, but no longer. Now she was
         lovely, as beautiful as the woman she would have been if the fire hadn’t raked her flesh away. Her first Akari, a sweet tempered
         spirit named Sarlvarian, had controlled the pain of her tortured skin, but even he could not quell the pain in her heart.
         She had looked in mirrors for years and had always seen a monster staring back at her, and so she had changed her Akari, letting
         go of Sarlvarian’s hand and inviting a new Akari into her life, a spirit named Kirsil who had made her appear beautiful again.
         On that day, Meriel had died. And Mirage was born.
      

      
      As Mirage, she still felt the old pains. Beneath the veneer of beauty, her skin remained ravaged, but no one could see the
         woman she had been. Nor did Mirage ever speak of it, or complain about the searing pain that accompanied her everywhere. Over the years she had learned to control her agonies, and now all the world saw only her beauty.
      

      
      Mirage took the time to look around, trying to ignore her hunger. Her long blonde hair hung loose around her shoulders, and
         she noticed now that the soldiers in the street watched her. Mirage made sure not to look at them. The lust of men was unknown
         to her, mostly. No one had longed for her, not when she was burned.
      

      
      No, she corrected herself. That wasn’t exactly true. Thorin had loved her. He had loved and longed for her when no other man
         had, and that was why she had returned to Koth, to find him.
      

      
      But where?

      
      She glanced around. Vendors had abandoned most of the shops months ago, long before the Norvans had come. Before the arrival
         of Jazana Carr and her horde, it was civil war that had split the city, but Breck and the others had quelled the worst of
         it. Now Breck was gone, dead like most of Koth’s defenders. Dead like Vanlandinghale, the young lieutenant who’d been so kind,
         so thoughtful to Mirage that he had never asked her why she had come to the library or why she loved Lukien so much. Of the
         thousand men who had defended the city, barely three-hundred had survived, and all of them were scattered now. At first they
         had hidden at Breck’s farm up north, just as Mirage herself had done, but even remote Borath was too near to be safe, and
         the soldiers had gone, leaving their homeland for any safe haven.
      

      
      But not I, thought Mirage.

      
      She had not the sense to leave with Thorin’s son, Aric, or any of the others. Even Lukien had refused to return to Koth, going
         off on a mad quest instead. Of all of them, only Mirage had returned, and suddenly she was not proud of her decision. She
         was simply afraid. The soldiers in the avenue took more notice of her, passing comments and leering. Mirage turned her face
         away and trotted deeper into Koth. She realized how few women were in the city. Those that remained had obviously locked themselves
         in their homes, fearing the rapes that so often accompanied a sacking. Mirage considered her plan. She had come to Koth because
         there was nowhere else for her, and because Lukien had shunned her love. She could not return to Grimhold, for to do so would
         mean defeat, and she could not admit defeat to Minikin. Only Thorin had really shown her love. Though the Devil’s Armour had
         maddened him, Mirage was sure he would welcome her.
      

      
      If she could find him.

      
      He may not even be in the city, she realized. Looking up again at the battered library, she knew he would not be there. He’ll be at Lionkeep.
      

      
      Lionkeep had been ruined too, though not as badly as the library. And Mirage had heard rumours that Thorin had set up a command
         post there. Still, it was a longshot to find him, and she wondered what she would say to gain an audience with him. Already her presence
         was arousing suspicion. She didn’t want anyone’s attention, especially not one of the Jazana Carr’s greasy mercenaries.
      

      
      A strange sense gripped her then, forcing her to look over her shoulder. Except for the soldiers she saw no one, yet all day
         she had felt the cold appraisal of unwanted eyes. She calmed herself, told herself that no one was following her, then proceeded
         across the avenue. Lionkeep was on the other side of the city, and if she was to reach it before darkness fell completely
         she would have to make haste. But she had not eaten since morning and was wildly hungry now, and knew that she could not go
         on without a little food, at least. Ahead of her, she spotted a tavern. Amazingly, it looked open. A pair of soldiers sat
         by the doors, sharing a pipe and a bottle of liquor. Mirage reined in her mount, keeping to the shadows while she studied
         the place, reading the battered sign over the door.
      

      
      ‘The Red Stallion,’ she whispered.

      
      The name sounded familiar to her. They would have food, probably, and give her a chance to rest. Mirage wondered if she should
         stop or go on to Lionkeep. Stopping would make it that much later – and darker – when she finally asked for Thorin. But her
         bones ached and her stomach roared to be filled, and she knew she could not go on much longer. Screwing up her courage, she
         trotted back into the light and headed for the tavern. Outside, other horses had been bridled and a boy had been hired to
         look after them. Despite the obviously drunk Norvans at the threshold, the place seemed safe enough, at least enough to draw
         Mirage forward. The Norvans looked up from their drink when she approached, staring at her through the pipe smoke. In Liiria,
         a woman riding alone was a rare sight, but in Norvor it was unheard of, and the two soldiers blinked in disbelief. Mirage
         dismounted and tied her weary horse at the post. She had left Borath with precious little money, but her horse was important
         and she couldn’t afford anything happening to the beast.
      

      
      ‘Here,’ she told the boy, dipping into the pockets of her riding pants and fishing out a coin. ‘Look after him and don’t let
         anyone touch him. All right?’
      

      
      The boy nodded dumbly, as struck as the Norvans by her appearance, and quickly took the coin. Mirage felt the eyes of the
         men on her backside as she sidled toward the door. The Red Stallion was a large place, and as she entered she immediately
         noticed the crowd, laughing and drinking, playing cards by the fire, and teasing the prostitutes with promised coins. Mirage
         felt herself blush. The only women in the tavern were whores. Her eyes darted about, wondering if she should leave. A man
         hurried into the side of her vision.
      

      
      
      ‘You want a table?’

      
      Startled, Mirage stared at him a moment. He was a stocky man with a kind, round face. Obviously the proprietor, his skin gushed
         sweat from the rushing he’d been doing.
      

      
      ‘Uhm, yes. Do you have food?’

      
      ‘Food, yes, we have food.’ The man looked at her peculiarly. ‘Are you alone?’

      
      Mirage nodded. ‘That’s right.’

      
      The proprietor’s smile was awkward. ‘You’re not looking for work, are you? I mean, you’re not a . . .’ His grin broke down.
         ‘You know.’
      

      
      ‘I certainly am not,’ said Mirage indignantly. Flustered by the question, she thought again of leaving, but the man hurried
         an apology.
      

      
      ‘No, of course you’re not,’ he said. ‘Forgive me, but a lovely lady like yourself . . . well, you probably shouldn’t be on
         your own, especially at night.’
      

      
      ‘I have no choice,’ Mirage replied. ‘I’m in the city looking for someone.’

      
      Sympathy suffused the man’s chubby face. ‘Ah, the war. You’ve lost someone.’ He looked suitably sad. ‘Come, I’ll find you a
         table away from the noise.’
      

      
      When he turned, Mirage followed reluctantly. An empty table sat in the corner of the room, away from the worst of the men
         and commotion, beneath a quickly darkening window. The proprietor wiped the wooden chair with his towel and held it out for
         her. Mirage took her seat, glancing around. Not surprisingly, the men in the room noticed her. She averted her eyes.
      

      
      ‘You’ve been on the road all day, I can tell,’ said the barman. ‘We have good food for you.’

      
      ‘And beer,’ added Mirage. She reached into her trousers and pulled out two more coins, one slightly larger than the other.
         ‘Whatever this will buy.’
      

      
      ‘That won’t buy you much,’ said the man. ‘But you bring elegance to the Stallion, pretty thing like you. Don’t worry – I’ll
         take care of you.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ said Mirage as the barman turned away. She sat back, trying to get comfortable while she waited for her meal,
         feeling remarkable suddenly. She was free. No longer tied to Lukien or the library, she could go anywhere she wanted, and
         not answer to anyone. During her long years in Grimhold, she had craved freedom, almost as much as she craved her old, unscarred
         face. Now she had both. She dared to look at the men in the room, noting with satisfaction the way they stared. They frightened
         her, yet it was so much better to see hunger in their eyes than revulsion.
      

      
      But they’re the enemy, she told herself. They conquered Liiria.
      

      
      
      The bar girl brought her a tankard of beer and laid it sloshing on the table. She was gone in an instant, Mirage barely noticed
         her. She lifted the beer and tasted it while she scanned the tavern’s patrons.
      

      
      I’ll have to live among them if Thorin will have me, she realized.
      

      
      While Mirage drank she noticed a man in the opposite corner, looking at her. He sat alone, nursing his own tankard and spinning
         a coin on the tabletop. The taut skin around his face pulled back in a sharp smile when their eyes met. The man did not wear
         the uniform of a soldier but rather dressed himself in black, a long cape draped around his shoulders. He had a strangely
         familiar face. Mirage was sure she’d seen him before, probably at the library. Was he a Liirian, one of Breck’s men? She was
         nearly certain she had seen him at the farm, where the survivors of the siege had fled, but she did not know his name or even
         remember speaking to him. The stranger’s smile faded and he went back to spinning his coin.
      

      
      If he was at the farm, what was he doing here, Mirage wondered? As though deliberately ignoring her curiosity, the man stood,
         pushed back his chair, and walked out of the Red Stallion, leaving his coin spinning on the table. He hadn’t eaten – there
         were no dishes near his seat. Mirage wasn’t even sure he’d been there when she entered. But when the proprietor finally brought
         her plate of food, she forgot about the stranger entirely.
      

      
      ‘For you,’ the man said proudly, laying down a feast of meat and bread. ‘This should get your strength back and then some.’

      
      Mirage nearly melted when she smelled the food, the odour of which rose up from the plate like a steaming bath. ‘All this?’
         she exclaimed.
      

      
      The man winked at her. ‘Enjoy it. Stay as long as you like.’

      
      Mirage picked up her fork and dug into the buttery beef. Already there were benefits to beauty, she realized, and she smiled
         secretly as she ate, her confidence soaring. Thorin would take her in, she was sure.
      

      
      Mirage stayed in the Red Stallion for more than an hour, far longer than she intended, taking her leisure while the innkeeper
         occasionally refilled her tankard, free of charge. He was plainly smitten with her and stopped by to chat from time to time,
         mostly, he claimed, to protect her from the other patrons. Once they had got used to her, the Norvans in the tavern stopped
         leering and offered to buy her drinks, all of which Mirage politely refused. She also got dirty looks from the Stallion’s
         prostitutes, but these she ignored as well, realizing none of them were a danger.
      

      
      By the time she left the tavern the night had gone completely dark. The boy she had left outside with her horse had slumped
         into something like sleep at the edge of the cobblestone street. Mirage untied her horse without disturbing him, guiding it
         quietly down the lane. Her belly full, she felt wonderfully contented as she walked, lost in the effect of all the beer she had drank and loving the cool night air. The streets had thinned of people. A few soldiers straggled along,
         most of them mercenaries and most of them far more drunk then she. She was a long way from Lionkeep, and the dark streets
         intimidated her. Only the Red Stallion seemed open for business. The other shops and taverns were either abandoned or locked
         for the night. Mirage peered down the wide, gloomy avenue. Years ago the city had bustled with commerce, or so Lukien had
         told her. Now it was just a hulking corpse, with no spirit to animate it.
      

      
      ‘Maybe we should go back,’ Mirage whispered to her horse. The Red Stallion had rooms, and she was sure she could convince
         the kindly barkeep to give her one for the night. But despite the darkness it wasn’t really late, so Mirage continued down
         the lane, away from the soldiers, until the merry noise of the tavern faded far behind her. Being a main thoroughfare, the
         street would take her toward Lionkeep, she was sure. After long minutes of walking, she reached a corner and paused, not sure
         which direction to take. Koth’s tall buildings obscured her vision.
      

      
      ‘West?’ She thought for a moment. ‘North?’

      
      Straight would lead her down the same broad lane. Turning right led to a narrower, darker street, but it seemed to be the
         direction she wanted. She peered down the narrow street, focusing her eyes through the gloom. Koth’s skyline beckoned darkly.
         She saw hills in the distance, bordering the city.
      

      
      ‘That way,’ she whispered, not liking the choice at all.

      
      Then, she glimpsed something unusual in the road, draped in shadows, hidden by the neglected buildings. A horse. And a rider,
         facing her and not moving. Mirage caught her breath and froze. The snorting of the horse echoed down the lane. The mounted
         man barely stirred, nearly invisible in the blackness. His great beast clopped at the broken cobblestones. Mirage drew back,
         first one step than another, wondering if she’d been seen. As she moved the horseman flicked back his cape and took something
         from his belt.
      

      
      ‘Do not run, girl,’ he ordered. ‘If you do it will be worse for you.’

      
      Forgetting her horse, Mirage bolted back down the avenue. At once she heard the horseman pursue, his thundering mount coming
         fast behind her.
      

      
      ‘Leave me alone!’ she shouted. Up ahead the road was empty. ‘Someone help me!’

      
      Running made the world a blur, and soon Mirage felt the horseman’s shadow. His gloved hand shot down, grabbing up her blond
         hair and yanking her back. She screamed as his cape fell over her eyes. His hands were everywhere, lifting her, jerking her
         up, then silencing her scream in smothering flesh. Mirage’s head pounded with pain. An odour seared her mouth and lungs. She was in molasses suddenly, her body slack, her panicked thoughts quickly fading. Unable to stop her arms
         from dropping, Mirage sagged in the violent grip.
      

      
      Mirage’s consciousness waned swiftly. Before it fled, she heard the man again, happily triumphant, telling her to be a good
         girl.
      

      
      She awoke to a thunderous headache and the world swaying beneath her. Heat stroked her skin, the feeling of sunlight on her
         burning neck. It was more than the usual pain in her flesh, and it awoke her with a gasp. Her eyes fluttered open, glimpsing
         the ground moving below her and the thick coat of her horse against her face. She fought the pain and fog, struggling to reason,
         to even raise her head.
      

      
      ‘Where . . .’

      
      The word dribbled from her dry lips. A foul flavour coated her mouth and throat, burning when she breathed. Forcing her eyes
         wider, she realized she was riding. Daylight streamed down from the sky and the sounds of horse hooves reached her ears.
      

      
      Am I drunk?

      
      She had been drunk before, but it had never hurt like this. Again she raised her head, straining against the nausea squeezing
         her skull. Another sharp pain grabbed her wrists, and she realized her hands were tied to the saddle. Startled, she bolted
         upright, then felt a rope around her waist as well, keeping her from tottering off her horse. The same panic from the night
         before overwhelmed her.
      

      
      ‘What’s this?’ she moaned. ‘What’s happening?’

      
      Up ahead sauntered another horse, huge and black. A caped rider straddled the beast, barely turning his head to regard her.
         Mirage knew instantly it was the man from the bar, then remembered the brutal way he’d chased her down. Fear rose up in her
         as she fought the bindings on her wrist. Her horse was tethered to the dark man’s own, riding slowly along the deserted road.
      

      
      ‘Tell me who you are,’ she hissed, ‘and what you’re doing to me.’

      
      ‘My name is Corvalos Chane,’ said the man, ‘and you are my prisoner.’

      
      The unnerving casualness of the statement horrified Mirage. ‘What?’ The rope bit into her thrashing wrists. ‘Prisoner?’ Speaking
         took effort, and her words boomed in her aching head. She leaned forward to steady herself against her horse. ‘What did you
         do to me?’
      

      
      The man chuckled. ‘It’s an unpleasant feeling, I know.’

      
      ‘You drugged me. You chased me down . . .’

      
      Mirage could hardly talk or keep her head up. Sweat beaded on her forehead, stinging her eyes. They were not in Koth any more,
         or even anywhere near the city. An unfamiliar landscape of hills and conifers met her blurry gaze. The urge to vomit overwhelmed
         her.
      

      
      
      ‘I’m going to be sick.’

      
      ‘Then be sick.’

      
      ‘Who are you?’

      
      ‘I am Corvalos Chane.’

      
      The useless answer broke Mirage’s resistance. ‘Please,’ she cried, ‘How can I be a prisoner? I didn’t do anything!’ Then another,
         more ghastly thought entered her mind. ‘Gods . . . you’re a slaver . . .’
      

      
      Corvalos Chane shook his head but did not bother turning to look at her. ‘Wrong.’

      
      ‘What, then? You mean to rape me?’

      
      ‘Will you wail like this all the way to Reec?’

      
      Mirage tamed her breathing, trying to understand his riddles. ‘You’re taking me to Reec? Why?’

      
      ‘Because I am a Reecian,’ said Chane, as if that explained everything.

      
      ‘I’ve done nothing!’ Mirage raged. ‘Listen to me, you’re the man from the tavern, yes? You saw me there; you know I’ve done
         nothing wrong!’
      

      
      ‘Is that why you recognize me? Because of the tavern?’

      
      Mirage thought hard, pushing her puzzled mind past the pain. The harder she concentrated the sicker she got, but then she
         remembered what she had thought the night before, how she was sure she’d seen the man somewhere else.
      

      
      ‘No,’ she groaned. ‘Or yes, maybe. I can’t remember.’

      
      Corvalos Chane, amused, laughed as he trotted along. ‘I am good at making myself disappear. It’s my job, you see. And the
         drug makes the mind weak. Think, and in time you will remember.’
      

      
      ‘Tell me now, damn you!’ Mirage glared at the back of his head. ‘Turn around so I can look at you!’

      
      At last the stranger brought his horse to a stop, letting Mirage’s mount catch up a bit. He turned to regard her with his
         iron eyes. He was not a young man, but there was power in his frame like an unsprung catapult. Mirage could see the taut muscles
         beneath his tightly fitting tunic. His clean shaven face tilted with a jeering smile as he allowed her a close inspection.
         Through her swimming brain Mirage made the connection.
      

      
      ‘I’ve seen you,’ she said. ‘You were at the farm.’

      
      ‘And at the library before that,’ said Chane.

      
      ‘Yes, you were one of Breck’s men.’

      
      The stranger pretended to blush. ‘Thank you. I’m an excellent actor.’

      
      ‘I don’t understand,’ said Mirage. She was quickly losing stamina and longed to lay her head down. ‘Please, tell me who you
         are. Tell me what you want from me.’
      

      
      There was no pity on Chane’s weathered face. ‘Your name is Mirage,’ he stated. ‘You came to the library with the Bronze Knight.’

      
      ‘That’s right.’

      
      
      ‘And you’re a friend to Baron Glass. You were returning to Koth to see him.’

      
      Mirage still didn’t understand. ‘Get to your point.’

      
      ‘My point? You still can’t figure it out? Why I was in the library, watching you and everyone else?’

      
      ‘You’re a Reecian,’ Mirage sighed, trying to piece things together. ‘You’re a spy.’

      
      Chane’s face brightened. ‘I love that word. But I’m not just a spy, pretty child. I am an artist. I do miraculous things to
         make people believe. I made Breck believe I was a Liirian, from Koth even, who wanted to fight with him.’
      

      
      ‘But you were spying for the Reecians.’ Mirage closed her eyes. Some of the tale began making sense. She knew the Reecians
         were watching Liiria, as well as Jazana Carr’s Norvor. In the days before the siege, Breck had even hoped the Reecian king
         might aid them, but he never did. ‘You fought for the Library, though,’ she said. ‘I saw you there.’
      

      
      ‘I did,’ admitted Chane. ‘And I was proud to do it. Jazana Carr and her new lover are my enemies. That makes you an enemy
         of Reec as well.’
      

      
      ‘What? I’m not even a Liirian. My family came from Jerikor . . .’

      
      ‘But you came from Jador, looking for Baron Glass. Do not deny it, girl, for I know the truth of you. You are a friend to
         Baron Glass. All the others from the siege have fled, but not you. You’ve come back to find him.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Mirage admitted. ‘Because I have nowhere else to go.’

      
      ‘Because you are his ally. That means you know about him. That means you are valuable.’ Chane reached out and tapped her head.
         ‘In here.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know anything that can help you,’ said Mirage miserably. ‘You have to believe me. Please, I’m not what you think.’

      
      Chane flicked his hand dismissively. ‘I am not your interrogator, girl. You may tell your lies to Asher when we reach Reec.
         He will get the truth from you.’
      

      
      ‘But there is no truth! Haven’t you been listening? I don’t know anything. I only came back here to save Thorin from the Devil’s
         Armour.’
      

      
      ‘Thorin?’ Chane’s smile stank of arrogance. ‘You see how familiar you are with him? I know of the Devil’s Armour, as you do.’

      
      ‘It’s not a secret,’ spat Mirage.

      
      ‘No, but you have knowledge of it. You are from Jador, just like the armour, and you have come to help your friend. You should
         hold your tongue, girl, at least until the drug wears down. You incriminate yourself with everything you say.’
      

      
      Frustrated, Mirage pulled madly at her bindings, trying to rip free of the saddle. But Chane had bound her well by the waist
         and hands, and without a knife she had no way to cut free. And even if she did, then what? They were alone on the road, far from Koth now. Mirage forced herself to stay calm, to think of a way to convince
         Chane of her innocence.
      

      
      ‘Listen to me,’ she pleaded. ‘You’re right . . . I am a friend of Baron Glass. We were together in Jador.’

      
      ‘I know this already.’

      
      ‘Yes, you’ve been watching me. You watched everyone at the library, yes?’

      
      ‘As I have said.’ Chane looked bored. ‘Continue.’

      
      ‘Then you know the truth already. I’m just a friend to him, nothing more. And I can’t go back to Jador. It’s too far. That’s
         why I was going to Thorin. Not to ally myself with him, but to save myself.’ Mirage stopped herself before she went too far.
         There was no way she could reveal the whole truth to him, about Grimhold and its magic. Just mentioning magic would have her
         dissected when they reached Reec. She looked imploringly at her captor. ‘A lot of people went to Jador, you know that. I was
         a Seeker,’ she lied, ‘just looking for a way to escape the war.’
      

      
      ‘There is no war in Jerikor.’

      
      Mirage caught herself. ‘No, but my family died and I was afraid. I heard about the Seekers and joined them.’

      
      ‘And then you went to Jador and found Baron Glass and befriended him.’

      
      ‘That’s right,’ said Mirage. ‘And that’s all.’

      
      ‘Lies.’

      
      Chane finally turned and returned to riding, dragging Mirage’s horse along.

      
      ‘It’s not a lie!’ Mirage protested. ‘It’s the truth!’

      
      ‘I saw you with the Bronze Knight at the library,’ Chane said. ‘The way you both talked, so secretly. You know more about
         Glass and his armour than you are telling me, girl. But never mind. I am the dark arm of Raxor. I will not fail my king. In
         the right hands you will yield your secrets.’
      

      
      The statement chilled Mirage. ‘You mean to torture me?’

      
      ‘Not I, no.’

      
      ‘Who then, damn you? Who is this Asher you spoke of?’

      
      ‘We’re very near the border. We will be in Reec soon enough.’

      
      Mirage lost her fragile control as fear and nausea surged together. Unable to stop herself, she leaned out over her horse
         and retched.
      

      
      Remarkably, Mirage fell asleep again. Her captor, Corvalos Chane, had hardly spoken at all over the next few hours, and the
         hot sun and sickness mingled to make her drowsy. Mirage’s dreams were full of nightmares as they rode toward Reec. She dreamt
         of torture and iron bars, and of never seeing Lukien again. She had been foolish to try and find Thorin on her own. Her bad dreams echoed that realization, filled with images of Thorin laughing and calling her a whore. Her stomach,
         which she had filled to bursting the night before, had been thoroughly emptied by vomiting, but she had no appetite at all.
         In her groggy state of illness, she thought only of her dire plight.
      

      
      Occasionally, Corvalos Chane stopped by a brook or pond to refresh their horses. He offered her water, which he forced down
         her throat when she refused to drink, but never untied her bindings to let her down from the horse. Mirage’s spine and backside
         ached from the riding. Her skin burned with sunlight, and beneath her magic mask she felt the sting of her old wounds. Without
         Sarlvarian she could do nothing to stem the pain, and her new Akari was impotent to help. Through her sickly fugue, Mirage
         called to her.
      

      
      Kirsil . . .

      
      The Akari fluttered through her brain like a butterfly, just on the surface. She was a young Akari and not very powerful,
         just strong enough to change Mirage’s appearance. A feeling of gentleness and comfort settled over Mirage as the spirit stroked
         her.
      

      
      I am afraid, Kirsil.

      
      There was nothing the Akari could do but comfort her. The sweet voice spoke like a lullaby.

      
      I am with you, Mirage. You won’t be alone.

      
      Mirage began to weep. And Corvalos Chane, who heard her sobs, said nothing.

      
      By the time twilight came, they had travelled many miles and came to the river Kryss, the ancient border between Liiria and
         Reec. Here they turned north, toward greater Reec and its capital, Hes. The sickness that had plagued Mirage the entire trip
         had finally passed, and the cool air coming off the wide river revived her. Her body continued to ache from the ride, but
         her appetite had at last returned. Still, she would not beg any favours of her cruel captive, not even a morsel of food. Mirage
         sat up as tall as she could, looking at the darkening horizon. They would never make it to the capital by nightfall. Hes was
         still days away. Expecting to bed down for the night, Mirage wondered what Chane would do with her while they slept.
      

      
      ‘There,’ said Chane. It was the first thing he’d said in hours and his voice startled Mirage. He sat up, peering northward,
         and sighed with contentment.
      

      
      Curious, Mirage looked past him. Up ahead she saw a mass of lights and movement near the river bank. On the west side of the
         Kryss – the Reecian side – lay a large camp of men and tents and animals. Mirage’s heart sank when she saw them. Red Reecian
         flags blew over the camp, still visible in the failing sunlight.
      

      
      
      ‘Soldiers,’ she whispered dreadfully.

      
      ‘Reecians,’ said Chane happily. ‘Home.’

      
      Mirage felt the familiar terror cresting. Ridiculously, she had hoped that they wouldn’t make it this far, that something
         – or someone – would see her plight and rescue her. Now that silly notion fled like the wind, faced with an army of Reecians.
         There were hundreds of them, spread out along the riverside, armed with lances and armoured horses, prancing or huddling around
         cooking fires, waiting for night to fall. Waiting, Mirage suspected, for her.
      

      
      ‘Those men – what are they doing here?’ she asked.

      
      ‘The same as me,’ Chane replied. ‘They are keeping an eye on Jazana Carr and your good friend Baron Glass.’

      
      ‘An invasion?’

      
      Chane laughed. ‘If it comes to that. But not yet.’

      
      ‘Why are you taking me there? What’s going to happen to me?’

      
      They continued riding, Chane refusing to answer her queries. The camp grew larger as they neared, finally crossing a bridge
         and entering Reecian territory. The simple act of fording the river snuffed Mirage’s last hopes. Now she was in Reec. A handful
         of men dressed in Reecian uniforms greeted Chane as they rode into camp. They seemed to recognize him, at least by reputation.
         As they spotted Mirage they grinned. Chane halted both their horses and dismounted. Finally, he undid the rope binding their
         mounts together, then told one of the soldiers to care for his horse. At last he went to Mirage.
      

      
      ‘What will happen to me? The man you called Asher – is he here in camp?’

      
      Maybe it was the fear in her tone that made Chane finally soften. He shook his head. ‘Asher never leaves Hes. This is just
         a resting place, girl.’
      

      
      ‘Resting place? For how long?’

      
      ‘Just a day or two.’ Chane took out his dagger and cut the rope from around her belly. The soldiers around him stared with
         a mix of desire and curiosity. ‘There are others going to Hes as well. We’ll ride with them.’
      

      
      Relieved, Mirage let out an imprisoned breath. But when she looked at all the men, waiting for her to dismount, she wilted.
         Chane shook his head slightly as he gestured for her to get down. It was a reassurance of sorts, an unspoken promise to protect
         her. It was the first real kindness he had shown her. Hesitantly, Mirage put out her bound hands and let her captor guide
         her down from the horse. The Reecians rushed in closer, but a bark from Chane kept them back.
      

      
      ‘Leave her,’ he ordered. ‘She’s mine.’

      
      A single soldier with a silly grin stepped forward. ‘Come on, Chane,’ he joked. ‘You can share her at least.’

      
      Chane faced him, laughed at his joke, then kicked him sharply in the groin. The man bellowed in agony. As he collapsed, Chane snatched his hair and pulled his face closer.
      

      
      ‘Mine,’ he said menacingly. ‘Got that?’
      

      
      Twisted with pain, the soldier moaned his understanding. Chane dropped him, letting him fall. His fellows kept back. Chane
         looked at them each in turn.
      

      
      ‘Find us a place to sleep for the night. And tell the company commander I want to see him. We’ll be travelling on to Hes from
         here.’
      

      
      The soldiers hurried off. Following them, Chane dragged Mirage deeper into the encampment, stepping past their crumpled comrade.

      
      ‘I had to make a point of him,’ he said. ‘They’ve been out here too long, and seeing a pretty woman makes them crazy. They
         are jackals, some of them, but I am their tiger.’
      

      
      Helpless, Mirage let Corvalos Chane take her into camp.
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      Jazana Carr’s arrival in Koth was not what she expected.

      
      After riding the one hundred miles from Andola, enduring rain and the usual hardships of the road, she came to the outskirts
         of the city at sundown, watching as the light disappeared behind the crumbling skyline. It had been a four day ordeal to reach
         the Liirian capital and Jazana Carr was exhausted, slumped across the back of her horse, her damp hair dangling in strings
         in front of her runny eyes. The fifty men she had brought with her – all trusted Norvans from her own country – rode in two
         lines behind her, following their queen without complaint, and when at last they saw the city the train let out a happy exclaim.
         They could rest now, at last, and enjoy what little comfort Koth could offer. Yet Jazana Carr was disappointed. Her lover,
         Baron Glass, had not come out to meet her as expected. Instead, she saw a party of Norvan mercenaries riding toward her, led
         by the familiar figure of Rodrik Varl. Jazana sank a little. She adored Rodrik Varl but she hungered for Thorin, and the pain
         of his absence was like a knife in her.
      

      
      Her party came to a stop in the muddy road as the small band of Norvans approached. Behind them, the city of Koth looked ill.
         Jazana had heard stories of the Liirian capital from the time she was a girl, about its grand buildings and vigour, and how
         it was a beacon for the world, spreading its wealth and influence to every far-off port. She had not expected its slack exterior,
         poisoned by war, drooping under the weight of its own great history. She felt sad as she looked at it, sad because she and
         Thorin had fought so hard for it, and sad because she knew – knew, without knowing why – that even her great fortune would
         not be enough to lift the city from its ashes.
      

      
      ‘It’s Varl,’ said her man Garen, pointing toward the riders. He sidled closer to his queen, hoping to lighten her mood. ‘You
         see, my lady? They come to greet us.’
      

      
      Garen, a mercenary like Varl, had served Jazana loyally for years. She had hand-picked him to accompany her from Andola, another
         Liirian city they had conquered only months before. Jazana wondered what news Varl would bring her of Koth, and if the city was as
         quiet as it seemed. It had been only three weeks since the capital had fallen to their overwhelming army, and it surprised
         Jazana that reports of resistance and uprisings had been almost non-existent. A good omen, surely.
      

      
      Rodrik Varl smiled broadly as he approached his queen. He lifted off his beret and placed it over his heart, bowing his red
         head. He was a handsome man who loved Jazana dearly. More than once he had confessed his love for her, but he was an underling
         – a hired lance. He was also Jazana’s only friend. He led his horse up to her confidently, then gestured at the city behind
         him as if presenting her with a fabulous gift.
      

      
      ‘My lady,’ he said proudly. ‘Welcome to Koth.’

      
      Jazana barely hid her disappointment. ‘Where’s Baron Glass?’

      
      Rodrik Varl’s boyish grin slackened. ‘In the city. Waiting for you.’

      
      ‘I’ve ridden a hundred miles in the rain. I already hate this country. Could you not have told him I was here? I sent a herald,
         Rodrik.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, and the Baron awaits you, my lady,’ said Varl. The men accompanying him looked away. ‘He’s anxious to see you, I’m sure.’

      
      His last words rung with anger; Jazana could sense his jealousy. Rodrik Varl had always vied with Thorin for her attention,
         but Thorin had won out, easily. She supposed she should at least show him some gratitude.
      

      
      ‘Roddy,’ she sighed, ‘I’m tired.’

      
      Varl smiled lightly. ‘We’ve made every comfort ready for you, my lady. In Lionkeep.’

      
      ‘Lionkeep? I thought it had burned.’

      
      ‘Not all, my lady, no. A small fire, in the east wing. King Akeela’s chambers were unharmed, and still splendid, I should
         say. You’ll be right at home, I think.’
      

      
      ‘A barb, Rodrik?’ Jazana snorted in annoyance. ‘Very well.’ She looked up into the dark sky, wondering if the blackness masked
         more rain clouds. ‘Take us there before the sky opens up again, if you please.’
      

      
      Rodrik Varl nodded, then gave his queen a surreptitious look. ‘Yes, my lady. If you’ll ride ahead with me . . .’

      
      He wanted to talk – privately. Jazana turned toward Garen. ‘Almost there at last, Garen. Hold back a few paces, will you?’

      
      Garen contained his smirk. ‘Yes, my lady, we’ll do that.’

      
      Varl told his men to do the same and the small party joined the queen’s own, allowing Jazana and Varl to ride off ahead. Too
         weary to hurry, Jazana let her horse canter slowly toward the vast city. Rodrik Varl kept pace with her, riding alongside.
         He said nothing until they were a good distance from the others, then finally spoke.
      

      
      ‘I wanted to warn you,’ he said.

      
      Jazana glanced at him. ‘Oh?’

      
      
      ‘About Thorin.’

      
      ‘I expected you to speak against him. But so soon? You surprise me.’

      
      ‘Jazana, listen to me now . . . Thorin has changed since you saw him last. That armour he wears has maddened him. And he spends
         all day at the library—’
      

      
      ‘Yes, the library! Would you like to explain that?’ Jazana leered at him. ‘Hmm?’

      
      ‘Aye, it’s true. I had my men attack the library. But to save lives, Jazana. Thorin would have slaughtered them to get what
         he wanted. He claims otherwise, but—’
      

      
      ‘So you let them flee? We’re trying to accomplish something here.’

      
      ‘I let them go to save lives,’ asserted Varl. ‘Even you can’t fault me for that.’

      
      ‘Watch your tongue. I didn’t want this war any more than you did. And I certainly didn’t want to see those people slaughtered.
         But you’re judging Thorin too harshly, and the library is too valuable to be destroyed. You had no right.’
      

      
      Varl kept his eyes on the city as they rode, but the tension rising in him made his neck pulse. ‘You’re not listening. Thorin
         has changed.’
      

      
      ‘So you’ve said.’

      
      ‘And you refuse to hear me. Because you love him. Don’t be blinded, Jazana.’

      
      Jazana kept riding, unsure how to respond. Of all her thousands of soldiers, only Rodrik Varl talked to her so plainly. She
         allowed it because she cared for him, and because she knew the value of honest counsel. Worse, he was right; she could not
         face the truth about what had happened. She loved Thorin too much, had waited for him too long to let anything get between
         them.
      

      
      ‘Thorin is a good man,’ she said. ‘He’ll bring order to Liiria. He just needs time. And he needs our loyalty, Rodrik.’

      
      Varl grimaced. ‘Count Onikil was loyal. And I sat by and watched Thorin murder him.’

      
      ‘Onikil was too ambitious.’

      
      ‘That’s a lie and you know it.’

      
      Jazana didn’t allow herself to think much about it. Count Onikil’s murder had shocked her, but she had chosen to believe it
         was necessary.
      

      
      ‘Thorin knows I have arrived, yes?’

      
      ‘He knows. As I said, he awaits you.’

      
      Jazana nodded. ‘At Lionkeep.’

      
      ‘No, Jazana.’ Varl hesitated. ‘Thorin is at the library.’

      
      ‘Still? Why?’

      
      ‘Because he spends every bloody moment there, alone in one of the chambers. The one with the machine.’

      
      
      ‘Ah,’ said Jazana, smiling slyly. It was the thinking machine that had first attracted her to Liiria. ‘He has made progress
         with it?’
      

      
      ‘None at all. He is most always in a foul mood and won’t discuss it with anyone. And he has many of our men cleaning up the
         library, moving away the debris.’
      

      
      ‘Which would be completely unnecessary if you hadn’t tried to destroy the place.’

      
      Rodrik Varl changed the subject. ‘It is good to see you, my lady. Koth can do with your presence. Something pretty to liven
         it up. Now, what news from Norvor?’
      

      
      ‘Bad news only,’ replied Jazana. ‘Trouble. Things to discuss with Thorin.’

      
      ‘Rebellions,’ said Varl. ‘I’ve heard. I told you this would happen, Jazana.’

      
      ‘Gods, I’m begging you not to lecture me, Rodrik.’ Jazana rode her horse a little harder, a little faster toward the city.
         ‘I need rest. And I need to see Thorin. No more talk. Tomorrow, when I am stronger.’
      

      
      She did not say another word, but instead rode into Koth, anticipating her reunion with Baron Glass.

      
      Alone in a warm, windowless room, Baron Thorin Glass sat on a plain wooden chair and stared at the vast contraption before
         him. Stale air wafted up his nostrils and his eyes burned from the smoke of a trio of candles, the only light penetrating
         the chamber. A great, brooding silence surrounded him. In the candlelight, the contraption glowed. Its vast network of armatures
         – like the legs of a hundred giant spiders, disappeared into the darkness. It took a giant room to contain the machine, and
         Baron Glass could barely see the end of it. Before him sat a console, a flat desk of worn wood curved up at the edge. Once,
         the console had been used to hold books for reading, but now it had been fitted with a rectangular hole ringed with iron.
         Inside the hole was a box, and inside the box were small metal squares that the machine had long ago punched with answers.
         Similar squares littered the room, stacked in corners and on shelves, the arcane answers to a thousand questions. In all of
         the great library, an edifice filled with knowledge, this room alone held the place’s greatest prize. A machine that could
         think. And nowhere, not in the millions of papers housed in the library, had Baron Glass discovered a single word about its
         use. The machine had vexed him since he’d arrived, tantalizing him with its gleaming armatures and sprockets, the sheer complexity
         of its construction. Housed in its own huge chamber, the machine had been blessedly unharmed in the bombardment that had so
         ruined the rest of the library. Yet though it was undamaged, Baron Glass had been unable to make the thing respond. Despite
         hours spent studying the machine, he had not even been able to make it move, not even the smallest degree.
      

      
      Essentially, the machine was a catalogue. That’s what Gilwyn had told him back in Jador. Figgis, Gilwyn’s dead mentor, had
         built the machine himself. An unquestionable genius, it was Figgis who had overseen the library’s construction for King Akeela,
         and it was Figgis who had filled it with countless volumes. Then, seeing the need to catalogue the gigantic sums of information,
         Figgis had somehow made his miraculous machine. According to Gilwyn, every scrap of intelligence within the library was somehow
         contained within its endless network of rods and spinning plates. If asked a question, the machine could answer, punching
         out its inscrutable replies on the metal squares that were everywhere in the room.
      

      
      At least theoretically.

      
      Baron Glass leaned back on the chair and breathed the warm air. The door to the chamber remained locked behind him, preventing
         unwanted visitors. Figgis’ catalogue machine was too great a prize to be shared with anyone. Worse, the confounding machine
         had brought Baron Glass to the edge of exhaustion. Only the armour encasing his missing arm gave him strength, allowing him
         to work through the night without sleep or go days without food. The Devil’s Armour – only a small part of which he now wore
         – had given him the eyes of a hawk and the vitality of ten men. He was more than a man now, because Kahldris shared his mind
         and body. In many ways, he was invincible. But he was not infallible or a genius like Figgis, and he realized that he alone
         would never make the machine run.
      

      
      Baron Glass closed his eyes and felt the touch of Kahldris on his shoulder. The ancient Akari had been with him throughout
         the day, guiding him, lending his own peculiar sciences to the task. In life, ages ago, Kahldris had been a great Akari summoner.
         Like a sorcerer, he could speak with the dead, and upon his own death had encased himself in the armour. Not a blade existed
         that could scratch his creation, and when he wore the armour Baron Glass knew immortality. Kahldris had renewed Baron Glass.
         The Akari had given him the strength to ride back from Jador and reclaim his troubled homeland. With Jazana Carr they had
         conquered Koth, and now had armies marching on other Liirian cities as well. Liiria belonged to Baron Glass.
      

      
      Still, Kahldris knew no satiety.

      
      Thorin opened his eyes. Turning, he saw the demon standing behind him. Kahldris’s ethereal hand felt cold on his shoulder.
         He did not appear in armour, the way he had in Thorin’s dreams. Instead he wore a glowing tunic and wide leather belt, shimmering
         the way a ghost might in the darkness. Through him, Thorin could see the wall beyond. He was not a young man; he had ‘died’ when he was fully mature. Straight, white hair fell neatly around his shoulders. Ancient lines edged
         his face. His cool eyes sparkled with unearthly light as he regarded Thorin. It was not normal for an Akari to appear this
         way to a host; Thorin knew that much about Akari lore. But Kahldris was unlike his brethren.
      

      
      ‘We must continue.’

      
      The spirit’s voice was like an echo, wide and ringing, sounding as much in Thorin’s mind as it did in the dark chamber. Thorin
         wasn’t even sure it was sound at all. Like everything about the spirit, it seemed unreal. He nodded, acknowledging the Akari’s
         command.
      

      
      ‘We will go on,’ said Thorin, ‘but I don’t know where to start. I have tried, Kahldris. Without the boy to help me . . .’
         Thorin shrugged. ‘It may be impossible.’
      

      
      Kahldris drifted closer to the machine, inspecting its odd construction. His people – the long dead Akari – had been scientists
         and architects, but Kahldris confessed he had never seen the like of the machine before. Its potential fascinated him. Somehow,
         according to Gilwyn Toms, it had helped to locate the Eyes of God. To Kahldris that seemed like a miracle. Surely, then, it
         could locate his brother.
      

      
      ‘I still cannot sense the boy,’ said Kahldris.

      
      The news worried Thorin. He knew that Kahldris had lured Gilwyn north to the library, though the Akari had refused to explain
         how. But for days now Kahldris had been unable to feel Gilwyn’s presence, despite exhausting attempts. It was not at all easy
         for Kahldris to stretch himself across the dimensions, and he did so only reluctantly. Always weakened by the efforts, he
         had so far been unable to locate Gilwyn.
      

      
      ‘If he is dead . . .’ Kahldris shook his white head in frustration. ‘Then this machine will be useless to us.’

      
      ‘He is not dead,’ grumbled Thorin. ‘He is blocking himself from you, surely.’

      
      ‘Such a thing would take great ability. Too much for the boy. He is not on this realm, Baron Glass.’ Kahldris moved his hands
         over the machine, caressing one of its long, peculiar rods. ‘This great puzzle might be ours to unravel. Alone.’
      

      
      Thorin considered the enormous task. There was power in the machine but only Figgis had been able to use it, and he was long
         dead. He had passed some instruction on its use to Gilwyn, or so Gilwyn had claimed, and that was why Kahldris had lured the
         boy out of Jador. Perhaps to his demise. The thought wrecked Thorin. He loved Gilwyn like a son, had done everything he could
         to protect him. And he would not allow the demon to harm the boy; he had made that clear to Kahldris numerous times. But Kahldris
         needed Gilwyn, and because Thorin needed Kahldris he had agreed to the unsavoury plot. They would use Gilwyn and make him operate the machine. And then they would find Kahldris’ brother, the only Akari capable of destroying him and his invincible
         armour.
      

      
      Thorin had seen Kahldris’ brother once before, in a vision when he had first stolen the Devil’s Armour. Kahldris had forced
         him to watch, to make him understand their bitter relationship. Kahldris had forged the Devil’s Armour for his brother, so
         that his brother might defeat the invading armies of Jador. And his brother had promised to wear the armour in battle – but
         never did. He had simply left Kahldris locked away inside the miraculous metal suit, unwanted, scorned by the other Akari,
         even while the Jadori slaughtered them.
      

      
      Still, Kahldris’ brother lived on. Somewhere. Because he was an Akari he did not die like the last rose of summer. Hidden
         for millennia, he had survived.
      

      
      ‘Yes, Baron Glass, but where?’ asked Kahldris, easily reading Thorin’s mind. The demon grew frustrated, his old eyes sparking
         with rage. ‘I have waited a thousand forevers to find him, and now the means sits here before me. I must find the damnable
         key to open it!’
      

      
      ‘Gilwyn is alive,’ Thorin asserted. ‘And he will help me if I ask him.’

      
      ‘He will help us or he will suffer.’

      
      Thorin rose to his feet. ‘You won’t harm him.’

      
      The visage of Kahldris wavered under Thorin’s withering glare. ‘Baron Glass, we must have the means to protect ourselves.
         You are special now. The laws of normal men do not apply to you.’
      

      
      ‘I have already murdered for you, demon.’

      
      ‘And I have given you so much!’ Kahldris came to stand before the baron, his strange body rifling through angry colours. ‘Not
         just your arm, not just your manhood. A kingdom I have delivered you!’
      

      
      ‘You will not harm Gilwyn,’ said Thorin evenly.

      
      ‘Bah! He is already harmed.’ Kahldris turned his frightening face away, staring absently into the darkness. The long days
         of effort had made him sullen. ‘He holds the secret of this thing, Baron Glass – the only means to find my brother. I cannot
         stretch myself far enough to find him. Wherever Malator hides, it is beyond me.’ He came closer again, this time touching
         Thorin’s arm, the arm that had been missing for decades. Now encased in the fabulous armour, the arm held life again. ‘I will
         give you everything your heart desires. You worry about the enemies on the border but you must trust me. They are nothing.
         They cannot even nick you. But my brother can bring an end to everything, Baron Glass. You must not let fondness weaken you.’
      

      
      Thorin stared into Kahldris’ imploring gaze. It was not like looking at a man. If one could see heaven and hell, that was
         Kahldris.
      

      
      ‘I will make Gilwyn understand,’ Thorin promised.

      
      At last, Kahldris nodded. He surprised the baron by showing something like grief. ‘You do not know what it is like to be betrayed by a brother, Baron Glass,’ he said in a sanguine voice. ‘We
         could have saved our whole world.’
      

      
      Thorin sympathized with the demon. It was why Kahldris hated the Jadori so much, and why he hated his brother, too. He wondered
         why the other Akari had feared him, when his motives seemed so pure.
      

      
      ‘But,’ added Kahldris, ‘we will not let the same thing happen to Liiria. We will save Liiria, Baron Glass. You and I together.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Thorin agreed. Again he felt that inexplicable bond. ‘If this machine really works as promised, we’ll find Malator.’

      
      Before he could return to his chair, a knock at the door intruded. Thorin hesitated before answering, watching as Kahldris
         dissolved from view. Suddenly alone, he went to the door, turned the lock and opened it a crack, just enough to see a trio
         of Norvan soldiers waiting there. The men looked nervous, as if they knew the stupidity of interrupting him.
      

      
      ‘What is it?’ Thorin asked.

      
      The young man in the lead spoke up. ‘News, my lord, from Lionkeep. Jazana Carr has arrived. She awaits you at the keep.’

      
      Thorin opened the door all the way, pleased at the news. ‘Then why look so gloomy? That is excellent news!’ He laughed delightedly.
         ‘Fetch my horse at once. Tell the queen I’m on my way.’
      

      
      Happy to be dismissed, the three Norvans scurried off to do the baron’s bidding. Thorin waited in the threshold for them to
         go, then turned back to the catalogue machine. Tonight, at least, his work would have to wait.
      

      
      The woman?

      
      It was Kahldris again, this time speaking in his mind. Thorin felt his growing appetite.

      
      ‘I’m going to her,’ said Thorin. ‘We can return here tomorrow.’

      
      The demon filled Thorin with lusty energy. Indeed, Baron Glass, he crooned. We are men, after all.

      
      Jazana Carr waited more than an hour for Thorin to arrive, standing under a wall of torches near Lionkeep’s ancient gate.
         She had rested, briefly, but had not eaten or changed her clothes. She was too anxious to see her lover and nothing could
         keep her inside, not even the promise of food and a warm bed. Rodrik Varl waited with her in the quiet courtyard. The mercenary
         had already made arrangements for the fifty men that had accompanied the queen from Andola, and Jazana herself had dismissed
         Garen and her other protectors, preferring instead to wait for Thorin alone with Rodrik. Her stomach tripped like a school
         girl’s at the prospect of seeing him. It had been almost a month, corresponding through letters and the occasional messenger, promising each other in love notes that they would soon be together.
      

      
      Interestingly, Lionkeep was much as Thorin had described it. When Thorin had been a true nobleman of Liiria – nearly twenty
         years ago now – he had spent countless hours in the keep, arguing with King Balak and later his son, Akeela. Once it had been
         grand, like everything else in the old city, but time had eroded its vaunted beauty, leaving a kind of sad ghost behind. Still,
         the keep impressed Jazana Carr, for despite neglect and the recent fire it remained oddly stupendous, a lovely relic of a
         bygone age. Now, Lionkeep would be Thorin’s home. When he was not with her in Andola or Hanging Man or Carlion or any other
         of a dozen conquered cities he would rule from this ancient edifice, the way he had always dreamed.
      

      
      Jazana looked up into the sky and saw the moon struggling through the clouds. The courtyard echoed with the sounds of night
         and the constant groans of the city. The keep itself was on the outskirts of Koth, overlooking the city and braced by rows
         and rows of gardens and orchards. Jazana tried to see the gardens from the courtyard, peering through the gloom and oily torchlight.
         Tomorrow she would walk through them, she resolved, and tell Thorin about the troubles plaguing Norvor. So far, she had not
         even confessed these things to Rodrik Varl. She stole a glance at him, standing a pace or two away from her, quietly keeping
         her company as he puffed on a fragrant pipe. He smiled, sensing her eyes on him.
      

      
      ‘He’ll be here,’ quipped the mercenary.

      
      ‘I wasn’t thinking that,’ replied Jazana peevishly. ‘I was thinking of—’

      
      She stopped herself, but too late.

      
      ‘What?’ Varl asked, turning toward her. He took the pipe out of his mouth, waiting for her answer.

      
      ‘Home,’ said Jazana. ‘The way you’re standing there reminds me of it.’ She felt childish suddenly, as if she’d just confessed
         something ridiculous. ‘This isn’t our home. We belong in Norvor.’
      

      
      Varl looked troubled. ‘Now that surprises me. What will you tell Thorin? He expects—’

      
      A call from across the yard cut off Varl’s words. He and Jazana twisted to see a horseman riding quickly toward them. Jazana’s
         heart leapt at the sight, so beautiful in the orange glow. Moonlight dappled Thorin as he rode, playing off his armoured arm,
         glistening with unholy blackness. He had come alone, without a single bodyguard. His smile beamed at Jazana, then shrank when
         he noticed Rodrik Varl. Varl put his pipe back in his teeth and bit down hard as Thorin rode up, jerking back his horse and
         staring at Jazana. She gazed up at him, and for a moment could not speak. He simply looked magnificent, much younger, with
         a confident vigour that hadn’t been in him a month ago. His eyes dazzled her, mesmerizing her with their magic, and for the briefest moment the Diamond Queen felt afraid, for she knew it was Jadori sorcery that
         animated her lover, born of his strange armour. But then, when he spoke, her fear fled.
      

      
      ‘Jazana,’ he sighed. ‘My love.’

      
      She stepped up to him, leaving Varl behind, staring into his strong face. Her hand reached out to touch him, and when he lowered
         his own hand she grabbed it, putting it to her face.
      

      
      ‘My love,’ she echoed. Overwhelmed, she tried not to weep, closing her eyes against the flood of emotion. From atop his snorting
         horse, he bent to stroke her cheek.
      

      
      ‘Great Fate, how I have longed for you,’ he whispered. ‘So beautiful . . . you have haunted my dreams, Jazana!’

      
      ‘Come down,’ she urged, pulling his hand. ‘Come inside with me now.’

      
      Thorin glanced around the courtyard. His eyes came to rest on Rodrik Varl. He grimaced, then shook his head. ‘No. I want to
         be alone with you.’
      

      
      Jazana laughed, confused. ‘We are alone, Thorin! At last we are together! Come down and greet me properly . . .’

      
      Her lover grinned, and at first Jazana did not recognize the strange look in his eyes. He pulled her powerfully toward him,
         lifting her from her feet then using his other arm to scoop her body up. Jazana cried in alarm, then found herself looking
         up into Thorin’s shadowed face. And then she knew what it was in his eyes – strapping, unbridled lust. Unable to stop herself,
         she felt her body yield to him, wilting in the cradle of his grasp. Her arms wrapped around his neck as his head bowed to
         kiss her. The world fell away as their lips met.
      

      
      He held her like that for a long moment. Jazana trembled in his arms. She saw Rodrik Varl watching her in shock, the pipe
         slack in his mouth.
      

      
      ‘Where are you taking me?’ she asked Thorin.

      
      ‘Away,’ was all he would answer. He lowered her to the saddle, allowing her to sit in front of him on the beast. She leaned
         back to nest against his chest. She didn’t even bother waving to Rodrik Varl as Thorin sped off, spiriting out of the courtyard
         toward the dark gardens. At once blackness blanketed her eyes. She strained to see in the feeble moonlight, catching glimpses
         of tangled vines and misshapen trees as they bounded down a narrow lane. Thorin moved with ease, unencumbered by the darkness.
         Confident that he would not harm her, Jazana allowed herself to relax. The cool night air struck her face and made her hair
         blow back against Thorin. He stuck his nose into it and took a deep breath, smelling her lilac scent and growling.
      

      
      ‘Thorin, tell me now,’ she goaded. ‘Where are we going?’

      
      Thorin laughed, ‘You are dressed for riding, my lady! I am taking you for a ride!’

      
      
      ‘I have ridden all day,’ she cried. ‘I want to rest. I want to see you, Thorin!’

      
      ‘Wait, my dear,’ he crooned in her ear. ‘We shall see all of each other soon.’

      
      She knew what he meant and it thrilled her. The sweet air made her pulse race. The horse continued deeper into the gardens,
         letting Lionkeep fall far into the distance. Up ahead, Jazana spied long lines of apple trees as they neared an orchard, spread
         out like a huge, rolling blanket. The perfectly spaced trees let the moonlight seep between them, lighting the loamy earth.
         At last Thorin drew back the reins to stop his horse. And all fell silent.
      

      
      Jazana waited, hardly breathing, spying their bare surroundings. Even in the darkness the orchard was beautiful, overgrown
         now but still like a sliver of heaven. She could feel Thorin’s heart pounding against her back. His hand – the one of flesh
         – touched her neck.
      

      
      ‘Thorin . . .’

      
      ‘Hush.’

      
      He kissed her neck, nearly biting her tender skin. His hard breathing reached her ear, full of thirst.

      
      ‘We should get down from the horse, at least,’ she joked, her own appetites quickly rising. Thorin tossed himself down from
         the steed’s back, then reached up and took her by the waist as she slid into his arms. He led her away from the horse, near
         the stand of trees. The damp earth glistened. Thorin tore the cape from his shoulders and laid it over the grass, then pulled
         her down onto it.
      

      
      His armoured hand worked her buttons, snapping the threads as he pulled open her riding shirt. His face thrust itself against
         her, searching for her breasts. Jazana’s fingers clawed his back. She became lost in him, smothered by his strong body. The
         cool air braced her naked skin as he peeled free her clothing. His own shirt came off in a grunt of lust. Tossing it over
         his shoulder, once again he fell on her.
      

      
      For a month now Jazana had craved this moment. Her body opened to it like a flower.

      
      Exhausted, Jazana opened her eyes.

      
      For a moment she had been dreaming of drowning in cold water. But it was only the rain, which had begun again to fall in cool
         drops. She felt warm in Thorin’s embrace, wrapped in his cape and sheltering arms. He was already awake and turned his eyes
         on her. His smile spoke of his satisfaction, but he did not say a word. The orchard remained dark. Jazana Carr did not know
         how long they had slept or how many times they had made love. Her hair drooped over her wet face, matted with rain water and
         bits of grass. Shreds of her shirt covered her shoulders, and her riding trousers were soaked, laying an embarrassing distance away. The apple tree they lay under shielded some of the rain.
         Jazana thought she should be cold, but wasn’t. Thorin’s body warmed her like a hearth.
      

      
      ‘It will be morning soon,’ she whispered. Then she puzzled. ‘I think.’

      
      Thorin put her head down on his chest. Wiry hairs tickled her cheek. ‘We can watch the sunrise.’

      
      It seemed an absurd notion, so romantic and unlike him. Jazana barely stirred. Part of her wanted to return to Lionkeep, to
         get dry or take a hot bath. More powerfully, though, she wanted to lie with him forever. At last they were alone, completely,
         without spies or bodyguards to bother them. They could be silly and whisper like children to each other.
      

      
      ‘Thorin, I’m happy,’ she said softly. She kept her head on his warm chest, her hand tucked beneath him. ‘I want it to be like
         this forever.’
      

      
      ‘It will be, my love.’ Thorin bent to kiss her hair. ‘Now that you’re here, everything is perfect.’

      
      Jazana hesitated. She had planned to speak with him at Lionkeep, perhaps over supper, but she would never have a better time,
         with no one around and Thorin already in a fine mood.
      

      
      ‘I can’t stay,’ she said.

      
      Thorin stopped breathing for a moment, then lifted himself off the ground a little. She looked at him, resting her chin on
         his shoulder.
      

      
      ‘You can’t?’ he asked. ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘There’s no good time to tell you this, but Norvor needs me, Thorin. There’s trouble back home and I need to be there.’

      
      ‘What trouble? Rebellion?’ Thorin laughed, trying to ease her worry. ‘I have heard these stories already, my love. It is as
         I have told you – these skirmishes happen always. Men are ambitious.’
      

      
      Jazana sat up to confront him, pulling the wet cape over her bosom. ‘No, Thorin, it’s worse than you think. I get reports
         from Andola every week. They say that in Carlion men are following Elgan now. My own capital! They wait for Lorn to return.
         They say I am not their queen. I need to return, Thorin. My people need to see me.’
      

      
      ‘But I need you here, Jazana,’ Thorin said, putting his hand to her face. His long fingers brushed her skin. ‘You make me
         strong, and I need to be strong for the work ahead.’
      

      
      ‘Will you listen to me, my love? Elgan has a movement now. The loyalists to Lorn are growing everyday. They say I have abandoned
         them. They call me the Whore-Queen.’
      

      
      Thorin’s eyes flashed. ‘They should die for the things they say about you. And they will, my love, all in time. But for now
         we have Liiria to secure. Let Lord Gondoir and the others deal with Elgan. He is nothing but a gnat and I am sure your men
         can deal with him.’
      

      
      ‘They have tried, Thorin,’ said Jazana hopelessly. ‘Gondoir tells me he has Carlion in control, but Elgan hides in the mountains around the city, waiting for Lorn to return and—’
      

      
      ‘Lorn will never return, Jazana. He has gone to Jador.’

      
      Jazana nodded, though the story hardly comforted her. It had taken time for Thorin to confess this to her, because he knew
         the news would trouble her. King Lorn the Wicked had indeed escaped her death-trap in Norvor, and had gone to Jador seeking
         magic to save his infirm daughter. He had even spent time in the library before its fall. Thorin himself had never encountered
         Lorn, but he had learned about him from Breck and the other defenders at the library, Thorin’s own son Aric among them. Jazana
         wondered if Thorin was thinking of Aric now.
      

      
      ‘Lorn still has power,’ lamented Jazana. Now she grew chilled and nestled closer to her lover. ‘They know he’s alive. He was
         a tyrant and a butcher and yet they want him back, and they see me here in Liiria. My people think I have abandoned them,
         Thorin.’
      

      
      ‘With all your wealth, all you have bought them . . .’ Thorin shook his head, exasperated. ‘If they want Lorn back then they
         do not deserve you, my love.’
      

      
      ‘They are my people, Thorin. And I must keep my promise to them.’

      
      ‘But you have!’ said Thorin, sitting up suddenly. ‘You have given everything to Norvor. You freed them from Lorn, ended the
         famine and the war. And they repay you with treason?’
      

      
      ‘No, not all of them,’ Jazana corrected. ‘Just some. Just Elgan and a few others.’

      
      ‘And who is this Elgan to challenge you? Nothing! A minor noble.’

      
      ‘A friend to Lorn, and as loyal as the day is long,’ said Jazana miserably. ‘I’ve tried to convince him, but he won’t have
         a woman govern him.’
      

      
      ‘Then he’ll die,’ Thorin growled. ‘When I am through here I will ride to Carlion myself and smoke him out of whatever hole
         he’s hiding in. And then I will cut out his heart and eat it.’
      

      
      Jazana leaned back against the tree, the wet bark scratching her naked back. It was true that Elgan was only a gnat now, but
         insects like him had a way of chewing up entire houses. And in truth, Jazana longed to return home. She missed Norvor, and
         hated what her pride had led her into. It was pride that made her launch the war on Liiria, all to draw her beloved Thorin
         out of hiding.
      

      
      ‘I don’t want to ignore this problem, Thorin. I’m not asking you to come with me, but I must return to Norvor myself.’

      
      ‘No, not yet,’ said Thorin.

      
      ‘Soon, then.’

      
      They looked at each other. Thorin’s features grew troubled. ‘Not too soon, Jazana. I need you with me. Do you hear? I need
         you.’
      

      
      
      She inched closer, putting her arm around his neck and pulling him near. ‘Because you feel alone? Because you’re thinking
         of your son?’
      

      
      ‘No.’ Thorin let her kiss his forehead. ‘I do not think about Aric. He is with the traitors now, or dead.’

      
      ‘It is all right to be thinking of him, Thorin, and I can always tell when you’re lying. You’re troubled. Do you miss him?’

      
      ‘Of course I miss him,’ Thorin admitted. ‘He’s my son. I thought we were finally together again.’ For a moment, the dark mask
         that covered his face evaporated, and Jazana glimpsed the old, sweet man he had been. ‘I call him a traitor, but I should
         not. He’s young. He just doesn’t understand.’ Thorin smiled. ‘Only you understand, Jazana. You’re the one who gives me strength.
         I need strength now, because my enemies are everywhere.’
      

      
      ‘What enemies?’

      
      ‘On the border, near Reec. King Raxor has men stationed on the Kryss. There aren’t many of them yet but they grow in numbers.
         At first I thought they meant to spy on us, but I know better now. They mean to invade, Jazana, to topple us, you and me both.’
      

      
      Jazana grimaced at the news. ‘You’re sure of this? They could be defending themselves, Thorin. In their eyes we’re the invaders.’

      
      Thorin shook his head. ‘Raxor is cunning. I know him from years ago, and he’s a man that holds a grudge. He was never as peace-minded
         as his brother, and when Akeela made the treaty with Karis, Raxor was against it.’
      

      
      ‘As were you,’ Jazana reminded him.

      
      ‘True, because I didn’t trust the Reecians then and I do not trust them now. They mean to destroy us, Jazana, and I will not
         let that happen. I need troops to defeat them, troops and money.’
      

      
      He paused, looking at her straight. Jazana got his meaning.

      
      ‘Troops and money from Norvor, you mean.’

      
      Thorin smiled crookedly. ‘We cannot spread our forces too thinly, my love. Gondoir is doing well in Carlion. He and Manjek
         and the other lords can deal with Norvor while you are gone. Elgan is hardly a threat, after all. But the rest of our men
         must remain here in Koth. The city needs protection, and Raxor must know that we are strong. You see that, don’t you, Jazana?’
      

      
      The queen gave a grudging nod. ‘I do,’ she admitted. ‘But we cannot forget Norvor, Thorin. I must have your promise that you
         will deal with Elgan soon.’
      

      
      ‘Soon, yes,’ Thorin agreed. ‘When this business with Reec is done and Liiria is secure, I will ride with you to Norvor and
         deal with Elgan myself.’ He took her hand and kissed it. ‘But you will stay with me, won’t you?’
      

      
      Feeling torn between the two things she loved the most, it took a moment for Jazana to reply. She loved Norvor; she had fought for it for years, and now that it was hers she could not let
         it slip away. Somehow, though, she convinced herself that Thorin was right. Elgan was a minor noble, and she had enough forces
         in place to deal with him.
      

      
      ‘Promise me that Norvor will not slip away,’ she begged. ‘Promise me that Lorn will never return. If you promise those things,
         I will stay.’
      

      
      Baron Glass, naked in the darkness, lay before her confident and unashamed. Squeezing her hand, he said, ‘I promise it, my
         lady. Norvor is yours, and no one shall take it from you. Not even Lorn the Wicked, wherever he is hiding.’
      

      
      Relieved, Jazana leaned back again against the tree. His words comforted her, as did his very presence, so solid she knew
         it would never break. She spoke a soft thank you to Thorin, then watched as the eastern horizon began to glow with the first
         inklings of morning.
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      A lonely man sat upon his dust-laden horse, peering through his single eye, pondering the dead city rising before him. His
         body, worn thin from hunger and endless days of solitary riding, bore the dirt of a thousand roads and the countless, nameless
         towns he had encountered. A month of beard sprouted from his face. His battered leather jerkin bore stains of sweat and sand.
         Beneath his shirt he wore an amulet hidden from view, priceless and ancient, its gold encrusted jewel pulsing with unnatural
         light, a light that had kept its weary bearer alive despite mortal wounds and a body desperate to collapse. The rider drew
         a breath, unsure what he was seeing. He had ridden for days without seeing a soul, not even the hint of human habitation,
         and the visage of the city startled him. Across the rugged plains he heard the wind whisper in the grasses, but from the city
         he heard nothing. From his place in the tall weeds the city appeared a purplish-black, a broken silhouette with the sun dropping
         behind it. His long hair – once blond but streaked with grey now – stirred in the breeze as he studied the city. The city
         had died millennia ago, along with the race that had built it. Its towers and tall aqueducts crumbled in the failing light.
         Vermin and shrubs had overtaken its deserted streets.
      

      
      Lukien, the Bronze Knight of Liiria, looked upon the city and was silent. Dreams had guided him here, but he knew the city
         was not the Serpent Kingdom, the object of his quest. The city was Akari. Finally, his long journey was nearing its end. Lukien
         took water from the canteen at his saddle, carefully drinking the precious stuff. Beyond the city he could see forests, lush
         and alive, and he knew that there would be streams there and game to hunt. In the shadow of the sad ruins, he felt grateful
         for the shade. It had been a mercilessly long journey from Liiria and he had endured every hardship to get this far. Driven
         on by dreams he could not explain, he had ridden south and east, through Marn and the nations of the continent, then on through
         the badlands bordering the Desert of Tears, into lands that would not welcome him and did not speak his northern tongue. Against hunger and thirst and crushing loneliness, he had left behind civilization, riding here to the end
         of the world.
      

      
      And he did not know why, except for the dreams.

      
      Lukien’s body had mostly healed in the weeks since leaving Liiria. His battle with Baron Glass had left him near death, but
         the amulet around his neck had snatched him from the grave. His body was stronger now, though desperately weary, and he knew
         that Amaraz, the spirit in the amulet, had not only saved him but had gifted him with the dreams. Each night when he lay himself
         down, Lukien heard the words in his mind, urging him westward, pointing him in directions he would not have guessed to travel.
         Because of the dreams he knew which roads to take and which stars to follow. At last he put his hand over his chest, feeling
         the Eye of God beneath his jerkin.
      

      
      ‘Is this what you wanted me to see?’

      
      The great Akari Amaraz, encased within the Eye, Amaraz did not respond.

      
      ‘I know it is,’ Lukien told the spirit spitefully. ‘Be silent, then.’

      
      He did not know why Amaraz always ignored him, or why the Akari had spoken to him in dreams instead. Perhaps Minikin might
         know, but he had not seen her for entire seasons, nor sought her counsel in the matter of the sword. He had only his vision
         of Cassandra to guide him. And the dreams.
      

      
      Thinking of Cassandra now, his heart broke once more. It was she that had told him of the Sword of Angels. After his battle
         with Lorn, his body shattered and dying, she had appeared to him. They had actually talked, like living people, and looked
         into each others’ eyes. She had told him that only this strange weapon could defeat the Devil’s Armour. She had been the first
         to guide him this way.
      

      
      ‘Beyond the desert . . .’

      
      He was well beyond the desert now, he knew. Beyond Grimhold and Jador too. All because the dreams had told him where to go.
         Sadly, Cassandra had not come to him again, but Lukien knew she was with him. Death was just a veil, and beyond it was Cassandra,
         waiting for him.
      

      
      ‘And when this is done, Amaraz, I will see her again.’

      
      He partly expected the Akari to rage at his oath, the way Cassandra had. He would find the Sword of Angels and he would defeat
         Baron Glass, and when that was done he would strip away his hated amulet and join his beloved in death.
      

      
      ‘But not today.’

      
      Today he had the city to explore. With daylight quickly fading, Lukien pressed onward. His weary horse eyed the city suspiciously
         as he trotted over the hard grassland. Behind them, the world stretched forever with similar features, nearly barren and devoid
         of people, but up ahead the lushness of the forest called to the horse, urging it forward. As they neared the city, Lukien spied the fabled architecture
         of the Akari. They had been a race of scientists and sorcerers, a people who had worshipped knowledge and had built great
         monuments to it. The city itself was at least the size of Koth. In its day it had no doubt dominated this part of the world.
      

      
      Until the rise of the Jadori.

      
      How far was Jador, Lukien wondered? He knew that the Jadori had ridden their kreels to this place and had vanquished the Akari.
         Lukien turned his gaze south, knowing that somewhere, lost over the horizon, lay Jador. His heart ached to return there. He
         looked toward the city and imagined the battle. On this very plain, his peace-loving Jadori had murdered countless Akari,
         and if he tried very hard Lukien could hear their ghosts on the breeze. Before him, a great, twisting tower rose up, stretching
         its shadow over him. He entered the city to the sounds of his own breathing and the clip-clop of his horse on the ancient
         paving stones. There he stopped again, unsure where to go.
      

      
      The city was called Kaliatha, and every Inhuman and Jadori knew of it. None had ever returned, though, not even Minikin. It
         was a holy place to some, worthy of avoidance. Distance and rugged terrain had sealed it off from the rest of the world, and
         as Lukien gazed upon its decayed splendour he realized that he alone was the only person to have looked on it for centuries.
         The notion staggered him. His eyes bounced from one magnificent edifice to the next, all crumbling yet all somehow remarkably
         whole, still standing against the brutal elements. An empty gathering square greeted Lukien, a round collection of polished
         stones surrounded by archways and long-closed shops. Near the square stood a dried-out fountain. Statues of beautiful men
         and women lined the square, most missing limbs but all with the same exquisite Akari faces. Enchanted, Lukien guided his horse
         closer, inspecting the figures one by one. A woman in a gown with one breast exposed studied a dove perched on her finger.
         An imposing soldier reared back on a snorting horse, trampling a reptile beneath his angry hooves. Lukien paused to stare
         at the reptile, thinking it a dragon at first.
      

      
      ‘A kreel,’ he whispered in amazement. He smiled, delighted with the sculpture and wondering what Gilwyn would think of it.
         He continued, and soon came across a statue smaller than the rest, of a tiny girl at prayer. Locked forever in a kneel, her
         eyes eternally closed, she seemed perfect in the square, totally silent and reverent. Lukien moved on.
      

      
      Deeper into the city, he left the square behind and entered an avenue of homes and overgrown, abandoned gardens. With daylight
         quickly fading, he considered going into one of the homes for shelter, but then decided against it. None of them looked particularly
         stable, and the thought of being surrounded by ghosts unnerved him. He stopped his horse at the gate of one of the homes, somewhat grander than the rest, with a large garden out front and the pillars of a gate, the wood
         from which had long ago turned to dust. Lukien dismounted, studying the place as he tied his mount to one of the pillars.
         The two-story structure held the familiar markings of Akari architecture, with long, graceful arches and rounded turrets.
         A rich man’s house, Lukien supposed. The garden itself was at least a half an acre in size and studded with tall trees that
         had grown up through the carefully laid bricks. Birds nested in the trees. For the first time, Lukien noticed their songs.
      

      
      ‘Here, then,’ he declared, supposing it as good a spot as any to wait out the night. He could not make it through the city
         in the dark, and he was bone-tired from his long day of riding. Tomorrow he would continue on, searching for the Serpent King,
         but tonight he would rest among the Akari ruins. And, if he was lucky, he would have another dream to light his way. Deciding
         to explore the garden before settling down, he walked to the threshold of the old home. Where once a wooden door had stood,
         now only iron hinges hung, uselessly rusted. Lukien peered inside.
      

      
      ‘Hello?’

      
      The darkened interior echoed with a cavernous yawn. Lukien didn’t bother stepping inside. In his younger days he might have
         enjoyed exploring the home, but now he was tired, and the emptiness of the place only made him feel more alone. He retreated
         from the threshold, stepping back into the garden. An iron trestle, rusted and dilapidated, caught his eye at the far end
         of the yard. A clearing had been made there. Lukien studied it as he neared the flat ground. Once, the area had been lovingly
         tended, or so he imagined, full of roses and fragrant plants. Even now, a few hearty ancestors of those plants rose up from
         the weeds, bursting brightly into colour. It was the only real life Lukien had seen in the city, and the flowers made him
         grin. He went to them, pushing past some thorny shrubs, and stuck his nose into a yellow bloom. Along with the birdsongs and
         light breeze, he heard bees making music. Because no one had told them the city had died, they went on about their busy work,
         hopping from flower to flower.
      

      
      Lukien returned to his horse to collect his saddle bags and bedroll. He had a meagre meal planned for himself, just the dried
         out things he had collected in the last town a week ago, but he knew that soon he would be able to hunt in the forest. Tomorrow,
         he would have fresh meat, and this thought buoyed him as he laid out his bed for the night. He would make a small fire, too,
         have his poor supper, and sleep well in the garden of this dead rich man. But as he began unpacking his bags, he noticed another
         feature of the garden he hadn’t seen before, near the trestle. What looked like a grave marker jutted from the earth, mostly
         hidden behind bramble.
      

      
      
      Lukien pushed aside the thorny sticks with his boot, kneeling down in front of the stone. It did indeed seem like a tombstone,
         but it was rectangular, like a pillar. About half as tall as Lukien, it had been carved with hundreds of words, long lines
         of them travelling its entire surface. Lukien ran his hand over the rough stone, feeling the carvings. They were Akari words,
         he supposed, similar to Jadori symbols. Since he couldn’t read Jadori, either, he couldn’t guess at their meaning. Names,
         perhaps. He looked down at the ground.
      

      
      ‘Of the people buried here?’

      
      He backed away from the marker, unsettled by it but unwilling to find himself another spot for the night. He was too tired,
         and whoever might be buried here was too long dead to trouble him. Deciding it better to stay put, he sat himself down on
         his bedroll and stared up into the darkening sky. He had already laid some food next to him, and as he watched the stars he
         ate of his dried meat and hardtack, sipping water in between bites to soften the unpalatable fare. The sky quickly darkened
         as the sun finally faded completely. Lukien chewed slowly, listening as the birds fell silent and the insects took over, chirping
         and buzzing. An orchestra of stars came out, one by one twinkling to life. They were different stars then he’d seen up north
         in Liiria, though much the same as they appeared in Jador, and seeing them comforted Lukien, for he knew that he was not far
         from Minikin and Gilwyn and all the others he had left behind. As he stared into the sky, he imagined their faces in the constellations
         – little Minikin, with her upturned ears and sharp, knowing smile, and Gilwyn, too, so quickly becoming a man. Lukien, whose
         left eye was gone and covered with a patch, focused his good eye on the stars and tried to picture Cassandra. She was there,
         he knew, somewhere.
      

      
      ‘In the land of the dead,’ he whispered to himself.

      
      That’s what she had said when she had come to him. And he had been with her there, so close to death himself that he had breached
         the wall between their worlds.
      

      
      ‘Cassandra, are you there?’ he asked the stars. ‘I know you are. I know you can see me. I’m close now. I’ve made it to Kaliatha.
         Soon I’ll find the Sword of Angels.’ He smiled, sure that she heard him. Cassandra was like an Akari now, out of sight but
         only just beyond his reach. He continued, ‘I’ll find the Serpent Kingdom, Cassandra, just like you told me. I’ll defeat Thorin so we can be
         . . .’
      

      
      He stopped himself, blinking at the sky. She didn’t want them to be together, not that way. Not until his time had come.

      
      Lukien swallowed his last bit of beef and closed his eyes. Feeling sleep quickly overtaking him, he wondered if Amaraz would
         come to him again, the way he had so many nights before. It was not like being talked to, but rather a feeling of being pulled.
         In all their time together, Amaraz had never addressed Lukien directly. Being so ignored had embittered
      

      
      Lukien, but tonight he welcomed the Akari into his mind.

      
      Lukien slept.

      
      Hours passed quietly, and Lukien did not awaken while he slumbered. His exhausted body craved the rest, making him sleep deeply
         and dreamless. At well past midnight he finally stirred, sensing a presence around him. He tried to open his eye but could
         not. Then a voice sounded, sweet and calming. Not Cassandra’s voice, and not Amaraz’ mighty boom, either. It was a voice Lukien
         had never heard before, and it snatched him from sleep into something just on the verge of wakefulness.
      

      
      He sat up, looking around, and yet he knew he had not truly awakened. A man stood in front of him, smiling, his face and hands
         shimmering like light on water. Neither old nor young, his features bore the same sharpness as the Akari statues Lukien had
         encountered in the square, with a long, dimpled chin and slightly turned-up ears. His clothing seemed Akari too, mostly loose-fitting
         robes pinned with a broach at his chest and sandals on his feet. His eyes were wide with curiosity.
      

      
      ‘What is this?’ Lukien asked. At once he heard his voice, echoing the way it had when he’d encountered Cassandra. ‘Is this
         the place of the dead?’
      

      
      ‘No, it is not,’ the man replied. ‘You are in your world, the world of men.’ He laughed happily. ‘You are the first to come
         here in more years than I could ever count! Who are you?’
      

      
      ‘Who am I? Who are you?’ Lukien got to his feet, keeping his distance. ‘I’m not awake, am I? This isn’t real.’

      
      ‘It isn’t a dream, if that’s what you’re thinking. You are still asleep, my friend. And you were the one who came to me, remember?’
         The man pointed at the grave marker. ‘You touched my story stone.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ Lukien offered, not really sure why he was apologizing. ‘I didn’t know . . . story stone?’

      
      ‘There,’ said the man, again gesturing at the marker. ‘But you’re not an Akari. You don’t know what a story stone is, do you?’

      
      ‘It looked like a tombstone to me. I didn’t mean to disturb it.’

      
      ‘You delight me, friend. You didn’t disturb me – you called to me.’ The man who was not quite a man came closer. ‘My name
         is Raivik. I am an Akari. You know what that is, don’t you?’
      

      
      Lukien nodded, still confused. ‘You are an Akari? Yet I can understand you. How is that possible?’

      
      ‘You wear something around your neck,’ said Raivik. ‘A relic of my people.’

      
      ‘You mean the Eye of God.’ Lukien touched the amulet immediately. In this dreamscape, his hand felt real and unreal at the
         same time. ‘Yes, I see. You are speaking in my mind.’
      

      
      
      ‘That’s right,’ the man assured him. ‘You have an Akari with you now. I sensed it the moment you called to me. I can feel
         him now. He makes my words real to you.’
      

      
      ‘You mean he’s translating?’ asked Lukien, pleased at the prospect of Amaraz helping him. ‘That could be, yes. But I didn’t
         call to you. Or at least I never meant to. I’m just travelling through here. I didn’t even think this city still held life.’
      

      
      ‘It does not,’ said Raivik. ‘We are all dead.’

      
      ‘Then this is the realm of the dead.’

      
      ‘No,’ the Akari corrected. ‘This is your world. You summoned me here. I am Raivik, and that is my story stone.’ He pointed
         at the marker. ‘And there is my house and this is my city, such as it is. When I was alive, like you, I dwelt in this place.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand,’ said Lukien. ‘If this isn’t the realm of the dead, then how are you able to speak to me?
         You are not my Akari; you’re not bound to me. I’m confused, Raivik.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I can see that,’ laughed the spirit. ‘You carry an Akari with you, yet you do not understand our ways? Strange.’ Again
         he gestured to the odd piece of rock. ‘That is my story stone. My family planted it there when I died, so that they could
         speak to me. They were summoners. Do you understand that much?’
      

      
      ‘I think so,’ said Lukien, remembering what little Minikin had told him of the Akari. The Akari of Grimhold were all dead
         members of Raivik’s race, willing to bind themselves to the living to help them. Summoners were the magicians among them.
         Amaraz had been a summoner, as had Kahldris. ‘A summoner was someone who could commune with the dead. But I’m not a summoner
         – how can I be talking to you?’
      

      
      ‘Through the story stone. That’s how it is here. If a summoner makes a story stone . . . well, look here . . .’ Raivik moved
         easily through the plants, pushing them aside, then knelt down next to the marker. ‘Come, friend, let me show you.’
      

      
      Lukien went to stand beside the man. The whole thing seemed unbelievable, yet he had experienced so many oddities since meeting
         Minikin that this one seemed almost prosaic.
      

      
      ‘Those words,’ he said, pointing out the symbols carved along the stone. ‘What do they mean?’

      
      ‘That’s my story,’ Raivik declared proudly. ‘All about me. My family made this stone. They told my story here.’

      
      Intrigued, Lukien knelt near the stone. ‘What does it say?’

      
      ‘It says that I am Raivik and that I was a great merchant. I sold garments and fabrics from all around this part of the world,
         and that I was trusted by my customers.’ Raivik’s face grew calm as he told the tale. ‘I had two sons and two daughters, and
         a wife named Jinia, my beloved. I brought this house for her when we were married.’
      

      
      
      The story delighted Lukien. ‘Go on.’

      
      Raivik caressed the stone as if it were an infant. ‘It says that I was loved.’ There was an odd silence as the Akari stared
         at the stone. He seemed to sigh. ‘But that is all over now. All gone.’ His hand fell away from the stone. ‘What is your name?’
         he asked.
      

      
      ‘I am Lukien, from Liiria,’ Lukien answered. ‘But I’m also from Jador and Grimhold. You know those places, yes?’

      
      Raivik wrinkled his nose. ‘I know those places, but how can you be from both of them? Grimhold is an Akari place, an outpost.
         Jador is, well, Jadori. The Jadori are our enemies.’
      

      
      The statement puzzled Lukien. ‘Enemies? No, not any more. Not for hundreds of years.’

      
      ‘Because they killed us.’

      
      ‘No, because they have changed,’ said Lukien. ‘They’re not warlike any more. They’re peaceful. Don’t you know that?’

      
      ‘Lukien of Liiria, I know nothing more than what happened to me when I died. When the Jadori killed my people there were no
         more visitors to my stone to tell me what had happened in this world. You are the first.’
      

      
      ‘But how can that be? You’re an Akari. All the Akari know what’s happened. They—’

      
      He stopped himself, remembering what Minikin had told him. Only the Akari of Grimhold lived in both worlds. It was one reason
         why they helped the Inhumans, so that they could live on in the normal, living world they adored.
      

      
      ‘Apologies,’ said Lukien. ‘I didn’t know. In Grimhold, where I come from, the Akari speak to the people. They have hosts,
         like me, and they live in the world.’ He gestured to the dark landscape and stars. ‘This world.’
      

      
      The news enchanted Raivik. His face grew curious, then sad as he touched his story stone. ‘The people of Grimhold were slaughtered
         by the Jadori. They were among the first to die. Some of us could put ourselves into objects, but they were the summoners.
         Only the strongest of summoners, in fact.’ He reached out and nearly touched Lukien, letting his fingers hover over his chest.
         ‘This amulet you wear – it holds a summoner.’
      

      
      ‘That’s right,’ said Lukien. At last he pulled the Eye of God out from under his shirt, letting it dangle freely on its golden
         chain. ‘The Akari inside this amulet keeps me alive. He was a great summoner named Amaraz. Do you know of him?’
      

      
      Raivik the dead merchant smiled. ‘May I touch it?’

      
      Lukien nodded, and Raivik carefully held the amulet in his dream-made hands. A look of serenity filled his eyes.

      
      
      ‘I can feel him,’ he said. ‘He is very strong.’

      
      ‘Yes, he is,’ said Lukien. ‘I should have been dead a long time ago, many times, but Amaraz keeps me going. I have been told
         he was well known among your people.’
      

      
      ‘Indeed he was,’ said Raivik, ‘but I knew of him only through the stories I was told, here in this place. Amaraz lived after
         I died. I never knew him in life.’
      

      
      ‘And so you don’t know what else happened? After the Jadori killed your people, I mean?’

      
      ‘No, stranger, I do not.’ Raivik rose from his knees. ‘I know only what my family told me when they visited this place. Now
         they are with me in the world beyond this one. They are ignorant, like me.’ He looked imploringly at Lukien. ‘But you know
         all these things. You can tell me, Lukien, so that I may tell the others. Will you do that?’
      

      
      Lukien laughed. ‘That’s a lot of history to explain, Raivik. And really, I don’t know much about your world. I do know that
         the Jadori have changed. They regret what they did to your people. They protect the people who live in Grimhold now. They’re
         called the Inhumans. I’m one of them, in a way.’
      

      
      ‘These Inhumans – they have Akari hosts?’

      
      ‘Many of them do, yes. They’re good people and the Akari help them. And because of what they did to your race, the Jadori
         protect Grimhold from the outside world. Once it was a secret, but no more.’ Lukien hesitated, unsure how much he should reveal.
         ‘The rest of the world knows about Grimhold now, but the Jadori still protect it. They’ve given a lot of blood for Grimhold,
         Raivik.’
      

      
      ‘Amazing,’ sighed the spirit. ‘I want to hear more, Lukien. I want to know everything!’

      
      ‘I don’t know everything, Raivik. I barely understood the things you told me, even. I’m not an expert on the Akari of Grimhold,
         or even about the Jadori.’ Lukien tried to be congenial, noting the change in Raivik’s expression. ‘I am sorry. I didn’t mean
         to summon you, though I am glad that I did. I didn’t expect to encounter anyone in the city.’
      

      
      ‘But you did come here,’ said Raivik. His curious eyes searched Lukien’s face. ‘Why?’

      
      Lukien wandered back to the place where he had been sleeping, the place where – in the waking world – his body still lay asleep.
         ‘That’s rather hard to explain, Raivik. I’m looking for a place called the Serpent Kingdom.’
      

      
      When he turned around again, Raivik was right behind him. ‘I know this place you seek,’ he said eagerly. ‘The Kingdom of the
         Serpents – Tharlara.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know what it’s real name is,’ said Lukien. ‘I was only told to seek the Serpent Kingdom. Here, beyond the desert.’

      
      
      ‘There is only one place that could be called the Serpent Kingdom, and that is Tharlara,’ said Raivik. ‘The place of the giant
         snakes. The riverland.’
      

      
      ‘Giant snakes?’ Lukien recoiled. ‘You mean rass?’

      
      ‘Yes, the rass,’ acknowledged Raivik. His glowing hand pointed eastward. ‘You will find a river beyond the city. The river
         will take you to Tharlara.’
      

      
      ‘Toward the rass? I don’t know . . .’

      
      ‘Tharlara is safe for you, Lukien. The people there will not harm you. They are quiet, though, and I do not know much about
         them.’
      

      
      ‘Forgive me, Raivik, but you’ve been dead for . . . what? About a thousand years? You don’t know much more about the Serpent
         Kingdom than I do.’
      

      
      The Akari looked wounded, but nodded. ‘You are right, of course. I can only tell you what I remember. The Tharlarans were
         never bothersome to us, though they did not trade much with us, either. They kept to themselves. I do not know what became
         of them.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve already helped me greatly, Raivik,’ said Lukien. ‘I’m grateful to you. I will follow the river as you have said.’

      
      ‘Forgive me, but I am curious. For what purpose?’ asked Raivik. ‘Why do you seek Tharlara?’

      
      ‘For a sword,’ said Lukien. He sat down again on his bedroll, remarkably calm despite the strange happenings. ‘I was told
         I could find it in the Serpent Kingdom.’
      

      
      ‘This is a special sword?’

      
      ‘Very. I need it to defeat someone, someone dear to me that’s been corrupted by a bad Akari.’

      
      ‘Bad Akari?’ Raivik’s eyes crinkled playfully. ‘There are no bad Akari, my friend. We are a great race. You must have discovered
         that by now.’
      

      
      ‘Oh yes,’ said Lukien. ‘Your people have impressed me, Raivik. But there is one Akari that’s not like the rest of you. Have
         you ever heard the name Kahldris?’
      

      
      The spirit paled. ‘Kahldris.’ He spat the name like a curse. ‘Kahldris was a madman and butcher. He is not to be spoken of,
         Lukien.’
      

      
      ‘Kahldris has my friend in his control, Raivik. With his Devil’s Armour.’ Lukien leaned forward. ‘Do you know about the armour?’

      
      ‘All Akari know of the Devil’s Armour. It is an obscenity. Kahldris is part of the armour. He is encased in it, the way your
         Akari is encased inside your amulet. Kahldris made the armour for his brother, Malator, to use against the Jadori.’
      

      
      Lukien’s eyebrows went up. ‘Malator? You do know a lot about the armour!’

      
      ‘It is known among us all,’ said Raivik. ‘The armour was taken to Grimhold to be hidden, so that no one would ever use it.’

      
      
      ‘That’s right. That much I know already. Please, Raivik, tell me more.’

      
      ‘Kahldris lived in the time of the Jadori wars. He was a general. He fought the Jadori.’

      
      ‘After you died?’ asked Lukien.

      
      Raivik nodded. ‘Kahldris lived while I lived and beyond. I left this world before he did. My people were at war with the Jadori
         for years, Lukien. Kahldris and his brother battled them.’
      

      
      ‘This brother – Malator. I never heard of him,’ said Lukien, surprised that Minikin had never mentioned his name. ‘Tell me
         about him.’
      

      
      ‘Malator was a good man, not like his brother. But he was strong like Kahldris. He was a powerful summoner. When Kahldris
         made the armour, it was so that his brother might use it to defeat the Jadori. But Kahldris was already a butcher by then.’
         Raivik closed his eyes in revulsion. ‘You would not the believe the stories of his brutality. Malator told his brother that
         he would wear the armour, but only so Kahldris would encase himself within it.’
      

      
      ‘Which he did,’ offered Lukien. ‘So it was a trick?’

      
      ‘Yes. Once Kahldris was encased in the armour he was no longer a threat. All Akari rejoiced when he was gone.’

      
      ‘And then the armour was moved to Grimhold, so that no one would ever use it.’ Lukien considered the logic of the move. ‘So
         what happened to Malator?’
      

      
      ‘I do not know. Nobody knows. Like you, he went off to seek the Serpent Kingdom, to ask the Tharlarans for their help against
         the Jadori. He never returned, though. Not long after . . .’ Raivik looked around and shrugged. ‘All of this happened.’
      

      
      There was a sad pause in Raivik’s story, as if there was no more to tell. But Lukien still wanted answers.

      
      ‘Raivik, how can it be that none of your people know where Malator is now? He must have died not long after you did. Yet you’ve
         never felt his presence? None of you have?’
      

      
      ‘It is not always that way, Lukien. If Malator wanted to come to us, then perhaps he could. I do not know for certain. I dwell
         in the world of the dead. Malator dwells in the world of the dead, too. But he need not come to me, or seek out another. His
         place is not my place. It is as I told you – I am bound to my world. I see my family and loved ones because they are part
         of me. They lived here, in my house. Do you see?’
      

      
      Lukien tried gamely to understand, but it was all too arcane for him. He knew only that Malator had left for Tharlara, and
         that no one had ever heard from him again. At least not according to Raivik. And should he believe this long dead apparition?
         Lukien wasn’t sure.
      

      
      ‘Everything you’ve told me is like a huge text, Raivik,’ he admitted. ‘And I’m not studied enough to understand it all.’ Suddenly
         he felt the pull of his physical body, urging him to return. ‘I can’t stay much longer. Something doesn’t feel right.’
      

      
      ‘Your body is waking,’ said Raivik. ‘It is unused to all of this.’

      
      ‘This dream has to end,’ said Lukien. ‘You have to let me go now, Raivik.’

      
      The Akari smiled sadly. ‘I have so enjoyed this, Lukien of Liiria. To talk to someone about the world – it has been magnificent.
         I wish you could stay forever and talk to me, but I know you cannot.’
      

      
      Lukien shared the spirit’s remorse. He regretted having tantalized Raivik with the small gift of his presence. ‘Maybe we will
         see each other again someday,’ he said. ‘If I find the sword, I can return this way, perhaps.’
      

      
      ‘I would like that,’ said Raivik. ‘There is so much I want to know about the world. I miss it. Now, remember, my friend –
         follow the river.’
      

      
      ‘I will,’ replied Lukien, fighting to stay in the dream. The world around him began to dissolve, the house and trees slowly
         melting. ‘Thank you, Raivik. You have helped me a great deal.’
      

      
      Raivik, the dead merchant of Kaliatha, raised a hand in good-bye as he shimmered out of view. A second later, Lukien felt
         his body again, falling into blackness before consciousness arrived. His eye fluttered open, feeling heavy and real. He saw
         the stars above, felt the cool air on his face. He breathed, sat up, and looked around the empty garden.
      

      
      Without Raivik, the city seemed more dead than ever.
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      ‘Lady White-Eye, will you come?’

      
      The question lingered a long time, ignored as White-Eye distracted herself. She had not expected the invitation. She had thought
         – hoped, in fact – that her fellow Inhumans had given up asking her. She pretended to toy with the spinning wheel Minikin
         had given her, though she still did not know how to use it and hadn’t really tried. It was work to keep her mind busy, after
         all, and distract her from her loss. She shrugged as she sat on the stool, pretending to move the wheel with her hand.
      

      
      ‘I am just learning this, Monster,’ she replied. ‘Tomorrow perhaps.’

      
      The man called Monster inched a bit closer. White-Eye heard his shuffling feet on the stone of her chamber. She was completely
         blind now, and without her Akari could not see his chiseled face, a face she had always found comforting and oddly handsome.
         Monster, who was hunch-backed, had served her for years. His forwardness surprised her.
      

      
      ‘My lady, I should reconsider if I were you. You have not been down to see any of us in weeks. You are missed.’

      
      White-Eye frowned. It was the same thing Minikin had been telling her. Since her blinding, she had spent precious little time
         out of her chambers, taking her meals alone and speaking to no one. Losing her Akari had not been what she expected. It had
         been far, far worse, and White-Eye had not recovered from the violence of it or been able to understand the crushing blankness
         of the truly blind. She had not been born with normal eyes. Instead, she had two milky, sightless orbs, but Faralok had showed
         her the world with his Akari magic, saving her from a life of walking into walls. Without him, blackness had enveloped her.
         Every sound, strange and familiar, made her fearful.
      

      
      ‘You should get downstairs, Monster, before all the food is gone or cold.’

      
      She didn’t like refusing him, but there was no choice for her. She was a shut-in now, and too old to learn the ways of the
         blind. She would not have them all staring, pitying her.
      

      
      
      ‘Will you sup alone again, then?’ Monster probed. ‘It is not good to eat alone, my lady. My dear mother taught me that when
         I was just a child.’ She could hear him smile, and knew the anecdote was meant to coax her out. ‘Eating alone does strange
         things to the stomach, she would say. She didn’t want me to feel different from others, you see.’ Again he stepped closer,
         coming to stop in front of the spinning wheel. White-Eye could feel his kind eyes looking down at her. ‘It’s that way for
         you now, my lady. You need to be with the rest of us.’
      

      
      White-Eye felt terror knotting in her stomach. Why was he pushing her so? As kahana, she could order him away, but even that
         was too much for her. How could she possibly give orders now, so weak and useless she couldn’t even feed herself? She was
         no kahana, not any more.
      

      
      ‘I cannot, Monster,’ she said. She shook her head, trying to rid herself of the desperate feelings. ‘I am not ready.’

      
      Monster’s face came very close to her as he whispered, ‘We are all Inhumans, my lady. This is Grimhold. No one will judge
         you.’
      

      
      ‘They will,’ said White-Eye. ‘They will not mean to, but they will. I do not want them to see me like this, blind and weak.’

      
      ‘You are afraid, I know,’ said Monster gently, ‘but I am here, right here with you. And anyone who laughs will have to deal
         with me!’ He punched his thumb into his chest so that White-Eye could hear the thump. ‘Now, shall you walk or will I have
         to carry you? I can do it, you know. Not very fitting for a Jadori kahana.’
      

      
      He was only half-joking, and White-Eye didn’t laugh. Though horribly hunched from birth, Monster’s Akari had given him amazing
         strength. He could easily hoist her over his shoulder and carry her down to the dining chamber. Since Lukien had gone and
         Gilwyn after him, Monster seemed to have pronounced himself her protector. White-Eye, though, had trouble trusting him. He
         was, quite probably, just one more man who would leave her.
      

      
      ‘And what will you do when I stick a fork in my eye instead of my mouth?’ she asked. ‘Make a joke to cover my clumsiness?
         Thank you, no.’ She went back to distracting herself with the spinning wheel, pretending to feed it wool and hoping Monster
         would leave. When he did not, she looked up at him again. ‘You may go now.’
      

      
      Monster hesitated. Then she felt his rough hand guiding her own, easing the strands of wool into the wheel.

      
      ‘You could do this if you wanted to,’ he said, ‘but you have not even tried, I can tell.’

      
      White-Eye froze under the accusation. She sat back on the stool, her shoulders slumping.

      
      ‘I did not want this thing,’ she said. ‘Minikin brought it here to distract me.’

      
      
      ‘No, to teach you,’ Monster corrected mildly. ‘Minikin knows you can do things if you will try.’

      
      ‘I am blind, Monster!’

      
      ‘Yes, I know,’ said the Inhuman evenly. ‘Does that mean you have no friends here?’

      
      The words struck White-Eye. She breathed to steady herself. There would be no convincing him, not this time. So she put out
         her hand.
      

      
      ‘Take it,’ she commanded. ‘And do not let go.’

      
      Monster was good to his promise. He carefully led White-Eye to the dining chamber of Grimhold, the place where the young kahana
         had always taken her meals and conversed with her fellow Inhumans. Tonight, the chamber was filled with familiar voices, most
         of which hushed when she entered. Monster ignored the silence, leading White-Eye to her familiar chair. Since losing Faralok,
         White-Eye had yet to be surrounded by so many people. She gripped Monster’s hand a little tighter as she took her seat.
      

      
      ‘Who is here?’ she whispered.

      
      ‘We’re all here, my lady,’ replied Monster.

      
      It was true, White-Eye knew, because even their stares were familiar to her. Next to her, she heard Monster sit himself down.
         His misshapen body could not comfortably accommodate a normal chair, so he always used a stool. White-Eye put her hands down
         to feel the table, a sturdy slab of rectangular marble stretching out into the chamber. There were others like it in the hall,
         too, enough to seat hundreds of Grimhold’s odd inhabitants. White-Eye did not have to listen hard to hear them all – they’re
         anxious breathing assaulted her.
      

      
      ‘Welcome, my lady,’ came a sudden voice.

      
      White-Eye turned toward the sound, wondering who had spoken.

      
      ‘It’s me, Dreena,’ the voice offered.

      
      ‘Oh, Dreena,’ White-Eye replied. She licked her lips, feeling flushed suddenly. ‘Hello.’

      
      Like most of Grimhold’s people, Dreena was an Inhuman, another blind girl who Minikin had found in Farduke as a child. She
         was about White-Eye’s age now, but still had an Akari to help her see.
      

      
      ‘Welcome, kahana,’ said another voice, and then another and another greeted her, overwhelming White-Eye. She sat leaned back
         in her throne like chair, nodding as she tried to recognize the voices. Most of them were easy for her to recall; she had
         spent years with these people. One voice, however, remained absent. White-Eye turned to Monster.
      

      
      ‘Is Minikin here?’ she whispered.

      
      ‘No, my lady.’

      
      White-Eye frowned. ‘No? Why not?’

      
      
      The hunchback sighed before answering. ‘She has gone to Jador.’

      
      ‘Jador?’ White-Eye puzzled over the comment. She was kahana of Jador, but had abdicated her responsibilities now. Still, she
         missed her homeland and its dark-skinned people. ‘Minikin said nothing of this trip to me. Why did she go?’
      

      
      ‘I do not know, my lady. She left early this morning. She took no one with her, only Trog.’

      
      ‘She has gone to do my work for me,’ said White-Eye sullenly. ‘What I should be doing.’

      
      ‘No, my lady.’

      
      ‘Yes, Monster, yes,’ White-Eye insisted. ‘First I let Gilwyn take charge of Jador, and now that he is gone a foreigner is
         looking after Jador.’
      

      
      ‘Minikin did not say why she was going to Jador,’ said Monster, fighting to contain his impatience. ‘But it was not to look
         after Lorn, I am sure.’
      

      
      ‘You are sure? How can you be?’ asked White-Eye angrily, though she was more angry at herself than anyone else. She sank back
         into her chair, her appetite all but gone. Lorn was a man of terrible reputation, Gilwyn’s decision to leave him in charge
         of Jador had shocked her. He had not even asked her opinion. He had simply left Jador in Lorn’s hands, then fled north to
         rescue Baron Glass. White-Eye felt the weight of guilt crushing her shoulders. ‘Minikin should have told me she was going,’
         she said.
      

      
      Around her, her fellow Inhumans had begun their meal. Servants began moving plates and setting pots down on the tables. White-Eye
         heard knives carving and the tinkle of glassware. She disappeared into the noise, hoping no one was watching her. The thought
         of Minikin riding to Jador saddened her, because she knew the little woman was unwell. The battle against Aztar had weakened
         her, sapping her good nature, making her feel old. And in truth, Minikin was old, far older than anyone else in Grimhold or
         Jador. She was hundreds of years old now, and amazingly, she was only now showing her age.
      

      
      ‘My lady? You should eat something,’ Monster suggested. He put some food into her plate, then pushed it closer to her. ‘Your
         fork is near your right hand.’
      

      
      ‘Monster, I’m not hungry. Let it be enough that I have come to be with everyone.’

      
      ‘You need strength, my lady, to recover.’

      
      ‘I am fine. And I can never recover from what’s happened to me.’

      
      ‘That is not true. You should not tell yourself such lies.’

      
      White-Eye felt trapped suddenly, not wanting Monster’s help but unable to get back to her chambers without him. She muttered,
         ‘You have your Akari still. I can never have another, and you have no idea what that is like. I have come because you asked
         me to come, because everyone wanted to see me. And here I am! But I cannot see them, Monster, and you cannot guess how horrible it is.’ She gave a heavy,
         lamenting sigh. ‘I am sorry, but that is the truth.’
      

      
      Monster did not argue with her. Instead he took her hand and wrapped it gently around her fork.

      
      ‘There is meat and carrots on your plate. Eat.’

      
      ‘I am not a child!’

      
      ‘No. You are kahana. Act like it.’

      
      Furious, White-Eye stabbed her fork down, skewering a piece of meat. Feeling it securely on the utensil, she carefully raised
         the fork to her mouth. The meat was too large, so she nibbled at it, wondering how grotesque she looked and reminding herself
         that she was indeed kahana.
      

      
      They are friends, she told herself. They will not laugh.

      
      And indeed they did not. The other Inhumans kept up with the meal they way they always did, though this time they gave the
         kahana the space she required. Instead of barraging her with anecdotes, they left her alone to eat. White-Eye chewed her food
         absently, listening to the chatter at the table. Dreena was speaking, talking about her day with the sheep. There were new
         lambs born today, three of them. One was black and smaller than the rest.
      

      
      ‘A runt,’ Dreena proclaimed. ‘Like Emerald. I wish Gilwyn was here to see it.’

      
      White-Eye stopped chewing, and for a moment the conversation stopped. She hadn’t heard Gilwyn’s name mentioned previously,
         for they all knew he had left and no word had been heard from him.
      

      
      ‘Continue, please,’ White-Eye told her companions. ‘I know Gilwyn is well. I am not worried about him.’

      
      It was a lie, but it helped to alleviate the tense mood, and soon Dreena went back to talking about the little black lamb
         that reminded her so much of Gilwyn’s kreel. Monster leaned over then and spoke gently to White-Eye.
      

      
      ‘You see? Isn’t it better to be with us, instead of alone in your chamber? You are doing well, my lady.’

      
      White-Eye smiled, happy at the compliment. Forgetting her blindness, she reached out for her goblet . . .

      
      And promptly knocked it over. The noise abruptly halted the conversation. White-Eye felt wine dripping into her lap, soaking
         through her gown. Heat rushed through her face in embarrassment. She lifted her hands carefully away from the table, holding
         them up to shield herself from the pitying looks.
      

      
      ‘It’s nothing,’ Monster hurried to say. ‘Just a spill. It’s nothing.’
      

      
      To White-Eye, though, the wine was scalding water. With her hands still out before her, she pushed back her chair and stood
         up.
      

      
      ‘Monster, take me upstairs, please.’

      
      
      ‘Kahana . . .’

      
      ‘Please.’
      

      
      The Inhumans said nothing as Monster relented, taking White-Eye’s hand and guiding her out of the room. White-Eye’s rubbery
         legs carried her slowly away. Crushed with embarrassment, she wanted only the four walls of chamber and the quiet blackness
         of her dead eyes.
      

      
      Minikin arrived at Jador at dusk, along with two Jadori warriors as escorts and her bodyguard Trog. The desert evening was
         closing in on the city, blushing scarlet on the cloudless horizon, and the minarets of Jador glowed with a golden aura. The
         city was blessedly peaceful, a welcome sight after the long ride through the desert, and because Minikin had not announced
         her arrival there were no Jadori guards to greet her or children to cheer her arrival. Instead, the streets near the palace
         were wonderfully quiet. In fact they were always quiet lately, for the city was still licking its wounds, rebuilding from
         both the battle with Prince Aztar and the war with Akeela a year before. There were fewer Jadori warriors now than ever and
         far too many widows, and Jador was recovering slowly from the blow, still mourning their dead and the terrible thing that
         had befallen their kahana, the beloved White-Eye.
      

      
      Minikin slowed her kreel as they rode into Jador, bidding her escorts to do the same. Now that she was in the city she was
         in no hurry. The warriors accompanying her kept back a few paces, leaving her and the mute Trog to study the city by themselves.
         Trog’s kreel was an enormous beast, by far the largest in Jador, with a back broad enough to support Minikin’s giant bodyguard.
         Trog himself was not an accomplished kreel rider, not like the warriors, but the kreel he rode was gentle and intelligent
         like all of its breed, and had carried him effortlessly to Jador, without any guidance from the giant. Still, Trog looked
         eager to dismount, tottering on the beast’s back as he surveyed the city with his saucer-like eyes.
      

      
      ‘Yes, it’s good to be back,’ said Minikin wearily.

      
      They had not been to Jador since the battle with Aztar, when she had summoned the magic to incinerate the prince’s army. It
         had been a galling, exhausting thing to do and it had sapped the little woman’s strength. It had even made her doubt her purpose,
         for she had never taken so many lives before. She was old now and she knew it, and the time had come to give up a bit of her
         authority. But Gilwyn was no longer in the city, and White-Eye was teetering on the brink of hysteria, driven to depression
         by her new-found blindness. There seemed little any of them could do.
      

      
      Minikin looked west, toward the entrance of the city that bordered the Ganjeese township. She could barely see the city gate
         or the tower where she had watched the battle, summoning the Akari fire that had scorched the earth and taken so many of Aztar’s men. Aztar himself had mostly likely perished in the flames, a small blessing for
         the horror she had unleashed, Minikin supposed. She rode forward a bit, surveying the quiet streets near the palace. Without
         Gilwyn in residence, the area around the palace had become desolate. It was said that King Lorn had the Jadori working hard
         in the Ganjeese province, building new and better homes for the Seekers who had come across the desert and strengthening the
         defenses around Jador. The rumbles about his harshness had reached Minikin all the way in Jador. She looked around, trying
         to determine if the complaints were true. In fact, Jador did look more orderly to her. The streets had been cleaned of rubble
         and debris, and the distant tower stood proudly against the horizon. Squinting, Minikin could see people down the avenue,
         dark-skinned Jadori walking casually in the twilight. Riding a bit further, she heard the gurgle of a fountain. She turned,
         surprised to see the pretty thing spouting water again after being so long neglected. Because she was approaching the palace
         now, she and her escort were easily sighted by a pair of Jadori guardians patrolling near the garden. Usually, the Mistress
         of Grimhold was greeted by a procession of well wishers. As the guards hurried toward her, she girded herself.
      

      
      ‘N’jara,’ she said, telling them in their own tongue to stay quiet. She held up her hands as she spoke. ‘N’jara, bisa.’

      
      The Jadori looked around, confused, then quietly approached her, beaming smiles at the adored mistress. They asked if she
         was well and why she had not told them she was arriving. Minikin smiled at the men, explaining that she had come to speak
         with King Lorn and that she was very tired. She did not want the people of the township to know she had come. Both men nodded,
         understanding her concerns. She was always swamped with questions by the Seekers in the township, people from the north like
         King Lorn who had come across the desert in search of healing magic.
      

      
      ‘King Lorn; is he in the palace?’ Minikin asked in Jadori.

      
      ‘No, Mistress,’ replied one of the guards. ‘Lorn is at the gate. Shall we take you to him?’

      
      Realizing that riding near the gate would expose her arrival easily, Minikin politely shook her head. She loved the Seekers
         and admired them. They had all gone through remarkable hardships to find their way to Grimhold, and she had been forced to
         refuse them, making them live outside Jador’s white wall because there was simply no room for them in the city, and no way
         to cure their ailments. They had come to Jador on a rumour, calling it Mount Believer, sure they would find magic in the city
         to straighten their bent limbs and clear their sightless eyes. And they had overwhelmed tiny Jador. Without meaning to, they
         had stretched the city and its meagre resources to the breaking point.
      

      
      
      ‘I will wait for King Lorn in the palace,’ said Minikin. ‘His child, Poppy – she is well?’

      
      The warrior nodded. ‘Yes, Mistress, the baby is well. She grows stronger. The woman who tends to her is with her now in the
         garden. We can take you to her.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, that would be fine,’ said Minikin eagerly. She had never spoken to Eirian before, but knew it was her chance to find
         out how Lorn was faring. Lorn was deeply fond of Eirian, a woman from the north like himself though far younger than the deposed
         king. She had even taken to raising Lorn’s daughter Poppy, feeding her from her own breast and seeing to her every need. ‘I
         will await King Lorn with the girl.’
      

      
      ‘Lorn may take his time,’ the warrior warned. ‘He spends much of the day working.’

      
      ‘Does he?’ asked Minikin brightly. ‘I have heard complaints about him. I have heard that he is working everyone else too hard,
         but not himself.’
      

      
      The warrior’s expression grew embarrassed. ‘Forgive me, Mistress, it is not my place to speak against Lorn.’

      
      ‘But you have, yes?’

      
      The man nodded. ‘Yes. He is a foreigner.’

      
      ‘Gilwyn was a foreigner,’ Minikin reminded the man.

      
      ‘Yes, Mistress, but Gilwyn was regent,’ the guard replied.

      
      ‘Yes, regent,’ his companion agreed. ‘He was chosen by Kahana White-Eye.’

      
      ‘And Lorn has been chosen by Gilwyn,’ said Minikin. By now the warriors who had escorted her were listening intently. Minikin
         looked at each of them. ‘I do not mean to scold you, truly. I wish only to know what is happening here.’
      

      
      The guards became sheepish. Finally, the first one to speak nodded. ‘Lorn works as hard as any man. Harder than most, even.’

      
      ‘To defend us,’ added his fellow guardian. ‘That is what he claims.’

      
      ‘And you believe this claim?’

      
      The guards looked at each other, wondering what each was thinking. None of the palace guards had ever been comfortable speaking
         frankly with the mistress, not in all the years she had been coming to Jador. The boldest of the pair shrugged and confessed
         what he was thinking.
      

      
      ‘Some say he is building a new kingdom for himself,’ said the man, ‘because he no longer has his own.’

      
      The other Jadori remained silent at the accusation. Minikin supposed they were equally as suspicious. She saw it in their
         eyes.
      

      
      ‘I will have words with King Lorn when he returns,’ she said. ‘For now, take us to the garden, please.’

      
      The guards bowed, then turned and walked off, leading Minikin and her companions back toward the palace and the lush, quiet
         gardens bordering the barren desert.
      

      
      
      *

      
      Along with the setting sun, the ache in Lorn’s back told him it was time to quit.

      
      He had spent the day the way he had spent so many since coming to Jador, laying bricks and digging holes. It was difficult
         work, even for a man half his age, but Lorn attacked it with vigour, renewed by the challenge Gilwyn had given him to look
         after the city and thrilled to be useful again. Two battles, both in the space of a year, had set Jador back on its heels.
         There were shortages of everything and only meagre defenses to protect the city. Manpower was scarce, horses were almost nonexistent,
         and the people of the township – northerners like Lorn himself – lived in comparative squalor to the Jadori themselves, secure
         behind their gleaming white wall. Because most of the Seekers who had come to Jador were not able-bodied, they were of little
         use to Lorn’s rebuilding efforts, though they tried gamely to help by bringing water and supplies. It was the Jadori themselves
         who did most of the toil.
      

      
      Lorn stepped away from the bricks he had laid and admired his handiwork. In Norvor he had been a king, but Jazana Carr had
         reduced him to poverty and sent him fleeing from his homeland with only his daughter and the clothes on his back. Along with
         Eirian and the others, he had eventually found himself here in Jador, seeking the protection of the city and its healing magic,
         magic he had hoped would cure Poppy of deafness and clouded, nearly useless eyes. Instead, he had found only excuses in Jador,
         a thousand unfathomable reasons why his daughter could not be healed. But Lorn had not been angered. Though Minikin claimed
         she could not heal his daughter, she and the Jadori had welcomed him and his fellow travellers, thanking them for their help
         in defending the city by allowing them to live in the palace. Now, with Gilwyn gone, the palace was Lorn’s to protect – just
         like everything else in the ancient city.
      

      
      So Lorn began by building walls.

      
      While others worked hard to construct housing for the Seekers, the refugees who had come across the desert, Lorn had decided
         that the township itself needed a wall, just like the one its big sister Jador wore. He had enlisted the help of every able-bodied
         northerner and Ganjeese trader willing to help, and so far they had made commendable progress. It surprised Lorn how ill prepared
         Jador had been for Aztar’s attack. They were amateurs at defending a city, all of them, and though young Gilwyn had tried
         gamely he had been a very poor regent by Lorn’s reckoning. The Jadori were slack. And the township, a huge, sprawl of houses
         that had sprung up over the decades for Ganjeese travellers, had almost no defenses at all. Not even a wall.
      

      
      ‘But not for long,’ said Lorn, clapping the dust from his hands. He had finished the fifth course for this section of the
         wall, using brick made in the township and washed the same, gleaming white as the wall around Jador. It would take months to finish, he knew, but it
         didn’t matter. The wall was needed. More importantly, it gave the desperate Seekers of the township something useful to do.
      

      
      Lorn ran a dirty hand through his matted hair and wiped the sweat from his brow. He had worked longer than almost anyone else.
         With night falling, most of the others had gone back to their families to eat and rest. The rumbling in Lorn’s stomach told
         him it was time for him to eat, too. Satisfied, he took a breath and listened to the still desert air. Amazingly, he was growing
         accustomed to the heat and dryness.
      

      
      ‘Enough now,’ he called, signalling his fellows workers to stop. Three men had remained with him at the site, all of them
         brothers from Marn, and all of them afflicted with a blood disease that weakened their bodies and made their bones brittle.
         Yet despite their ailments and the hopelessness of their plight, they had worked tirelessly alongside Lorn, because their
         father had been a brick-layer in Marn and had died from the same inexplicable disease. ‘We can start again tomorrow, but right
         now my back aches like I’ve been stabbed and if I don’t get some decent food I’m going to collapse.’
      

      
      Tarlan, the nearest of the siblings, slung a dipper through a bucket of water and offered it to Lorn. Grateful, Lorn drank,
         then handed the dipper back to Tarlan. The brothers had sprung from the same womb at the same time and all had the same blonde,
         cow-licked hair. They were much younger than Lorn, too, barely half his age, though their desperate ailments meant they could
         only do half the work, as well.
      

      
      ‘Come back to our house tonight, Lorn,’ said Harliz. The most ill of the triplets, Harliz stooped considerably even when he
         walked. He liked to joke that he had the perfect position for laying bricks. Whenever Lorn looked at him, he could see the
         considerable pain on his face. ‘It’s late and you look about to die. Our house isn’t far.’
      

      
      ‘I look about to die?’ countered Lorn. ‘You should get a mirror for your home.’
      

      
      ‘We have a mirror,’ said the third brother, Garmin. ‘Harliz loves to look at himself.’ He went to his stooped brother and
         playfully mussed his hair. ‘See? He’s the prettiest of us all!’
      

      
      ‘And I have a prettier one still, waiting for me back at the palace,’ said Lorn. ‘I would rather spend time in her bed than
         with any of you mutts.’
      

      
      The brothers laughed, relieved to be done for the day. They had worked hard for Lorn, and he was grateful. Like most of the
         Seekers, the brothers accepted their lot. There would be no healing for them. Lorn stretched his back and tried to work the
         aches from his muscles. In Norvor, he had never had to work so hard. While he bent to touch his toes, he heard his name being
         called from a nearby street. He rose to see a man hurrying toward him on a kreel, one of the Jadori warriors named Amarl who guarded the palace. In the failing light Lorn
         could barely make out his dark features wrapped beneath his flowing gaka. The people in the street parted as the kreel loped
         past them. The brothers from Marn gaped at the beast.
      

      
      ‘Amarl?’ Lorn called. ‘What is it?’

      
      Amarl reined back his kreel. The hot night made the reptile’s skin glisten. Its long tongue darted out to taste the dusty
         air. Amarl unwrapped the black cloth from around his face. He was one of the few inside the palace who could manage the language
         of the continent, and that was why Lorn depended on him so much.
      

      
      ‘The mistress has returned, King Lorn,’ said the warrior. He had a throaty, commanding voice. Like most of his race his eyes
         were black and fierce. ‘You should come.’
      

      
      ‘The mistress?’ asked Lorn. ‘You mean the little one?’

      
      ‘She awaits you in the gardens. She is sitting with your woman.’

      
      The news surprised Lorn – and excited him. He had only spoken to Minikin once, when he had first arrived in Jador with Poppy.
         She had thanked him for his help against Aztar, then promptly denied his daughter access to Grimhold. There were reasons,
         of course, and Lorn understood them. But he held out hope that his good deeds for the city might change her mind. Lorn turned
         toward Harliz and his brothers.
      

      
      ‘Tomorrow,’ he told them. ‘Get well rested. I’ll be back in the morning.’

      
      The brothers nodded, watching in awe as the Jadori swept Lorn onto the back of the kreel. Lorn fought for balance then held
         tightly as the great beast hurried toward the palace.
      

      
      The sun had gone completely by the time Lorn reached the palace. He stepped carefully into the garden, hiding behind broad-leafed
         plants and listening for Minikin. Torches had been lit and the garden glowed a pleasant yellow. The flowers and light swayed
         in a warm breeze. Lorn noticed Eirian first, sitting in their usual spot, a place where they could see the desert beyond the
         outskirts of Jador. Tonight the desert stretched darkly into nothingness. Eirian held Poppy in her arms, swaddled in white
         cotton as the baby nursed from her breast. Lorn peered around the plants, then saw Minikin seated across from Eirian. The
         little woman’s feet dangled like a child’s from her chair. The shadow of her brutish bodyguard fell across her shoulder. She
         was talking gently to Eirian, admiring the child in her arms. Lorn smiled, proud of Eirian and the way she had handled the
         interruption. Not even this magical midget could upset his Eirian.
      

      
      Lorn smoothed down his grey hair and straightened his rumpled shirt. A lane of cobblestones led to the sitting area. Lorn
         stepped onto the lane and adjusted his pliant face to greet Minikin. As he approached she looked up at him, a strange grin splashing across her
         elfish face. She made to rise, but Lorn quickly stopped her.
      

      
      ‘No, do not get up,’ he told her. ‘Sit, please.’ He paused at Eirian’s chair, resting a hand on her shoulder. Eirian greeted
         him with a smile.
      

      
      ‘You were quick,’ said Eirian. ‘The mistress only just arrived.’

      
      ‘As quick as I could be,’ Lorn said. He bowed slightly at the tiny woman. ‘I’m honoured to see you again, my lady.’

      
      Minikin sat back and closed her coat around herself. The coat swam with colour as if alive. Around her neck she wore a golden
         amulet, most of it hidden beneath the coat’s miraculous fabric. His grey eyes seemed haunted, though happy too that Lorn had
         come.
      

      
      ‘It is good to see you, King Lorn,’ she said, her voice like music. As Lorn stood next to Eirian’s chair, so too did the giant
         Trog stand beside his mistress. ‘You have been busy, apparently.’
      

      
      Lorn glanced down at his filthy clothes. Mud caked his boots. ‘Forgive me, my lady. This is the second time I have not been
         given time to prepare for you! Did Eirian tell you? I have been working at the township.’
      

      
      ‘I know,’ said Minikin. ‘You have been keeping everyone in the city occupied, King Lorn.’

      
      There was a trace of reproach in her tone. Lorn grinned at her.

      
      ‘There is much to do here, Lady Minikin. A lot of work was left undone. I am only doing the things that were left neglected
         for too long.’
      

      
      Minikin sharpened her own smile, then looked at Eirian. ‘Child, would you leave us to talk alone, please? I have things to
         discuss with King Lorn, private matters.’
      

      
      Her request didn’t surprise Lorn. Nor did it surprise Eirian, who gladly accepted the invitation to leave, sensing the coming
         clash.
      

      
      ‘I do not mind at all,’ said Eirian as she rose from her chair. ‘I should tend to my father anyway. It was good to meet you,
         Lady Minikin. I hope we can speak again some time.’
      

      
      She had the politeness of a princess at court, and her manners delighted Minikin, who gave Eirian a cheerful good-bye as she
         left the garden. Her almond eyes watched Eirian as she left.
      

      
      ‘A beautiful woman,’ the mistress commented. ‘You are fortunate, King Lorn. She adores you. It is so plain to see.’

      
      ‘And I her,’ said Lorn. He took the seat Eirian had vacated, relaxing in the ornate iron chair. ‘I was truly blessed to find
         her. She’s a tiger. She reminds me of my wife, Rinka. Rinka wasn’t afraid of anything, and neither is Eirian.’
      

      
      ‘And she loves the child,’ Minikin added. ‘She is like the babe’s mother.’

      
      ‘Aye, I couldn’t be more fortunate. This is a good place for Poppy.’ Lorn studied Minikin’s expression for any sign of hope. ‘Unless, of course, you have a better place for her.’
      

      
      It was the same argument they had gone through in their first meeting, and just like that time Minikin shook her head, shattering
         Lorn’s hopes.
      

      
      ‘No, King Lorn, that’s not why I have come. Nothing has changed in Grimhold. There is still no Akari for Poppy.’

      
      ‘Pardon me, but I have heard about what happened to White-Eye. Before he left, Gilwyn explained it to me. She was severed
         from her Akari, and it is tragic. But would that not free up her Akari for Poppy?’
      

      
      ‘No, because it does not work that way. You are a stranger here, King Lorn, and I do not expect you to understand the bond
         between Akari and Inhuman. White-Eye’s Akari was taken from her in violence.’ Minikin dropped her gaze a little. ‘Faralok
         is lost to us.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ said Lorn. ‘But for my daughter’s sake I had to ask.’

      
      ‘I have not forgotten Poppy, or my promise to you. She is always in my thoughts, and if the time comes I will make arrangements
         for her. But I have explained this to you already, King Lorn. There are many like Poppy, and they have been here longer.’
      

      
      ‘I understand,’ said Lorn, unable to hid his disappointment. Over Minikin’s shoulder, the brooding Trog stared at him. The
         great bald giant with the overbite didn’t seem to understand anything that was being discussed, but his gaze unsettled Lorn.
         ‘So,’ Lorn continued, ‘if you have not come to talk of Poppy, then you have come to talk about what I have been doing here.
         I assure you, Lady Minikin, you have nothing to worry about.’
      

      
      ‘Good, because I want your assurances, King Lorn. I want to know that Gilwyn made the right decision when he gave Jador over
         to you.’
      

      
      ‘Let me correct you. Gilwyn did not give me the city. He asked me to look after it for him, because of what happened to White-Eye
         and because of what has happened to you, as well. Forgive this impertinence, but you have not been well. Your heart aches
         from what you did in the battle with Prince Aztar. I know. I was there, remember.’
      

      
      Minikin’s normally placid face grew stormy. ‘I have no regrets.’

      
      ‘My lady, I was King of Norvor for sixteen years. I killed people just as you did, and I never regretted it either. I did
         what had to be done, just like you. But I never enjoyed it. So you need not pretend with me. Believe it or not, I know what
         guilt feels like.’
      

      
      ‘So,’ sighed Minikin, ‘that is why Gilwyn asked you to look after things. I thought as much. And he is correct. I am old now,
         King Lorn, far older than you can imagine. And I need young people like Gilwyn and White-Eye to look after things. I cannot
         do it on my own, not any longer. Jador has grown too much, and with Grimhold’s secret out in the world . . .’ She shrugged.
         ‘Others are needed. And that’s why I have come here.’
      

      
      
      ‘I’m not certain I understand you, Lady Minikin. You have not come to speak about Jador?’

      
      ‘In a way, yes, but I haven’t come to criticize you, or even to curtail you.’

      
      ‘That is good, because I made a promise to young Gilwyn.’

      
      ‘And you intend to keep it.’

      
      Lorn nodded. ‘Precisely right.’

      
      ‘I have no argument with you, King Lorn. Not yet, at least. You promised Gilwyn you would look after things in the city. That
         is good. Gilwyn is young, but wise. He is concerned about Jador, and he is concerned about White-Eye. I am concerned about
         White-Eye as well. Gilwyn was only regent of Jador. He and White-Eye are not married. Only her desire made him regent over
         Jador.’
      

      
      ‘I know that,’ said Lorn. ‘My lady, your meaning is clear. I know that I am not Jador’s rightful ruler . . .’

      
      ‘No, you misunderstand me, King Lorn. I have not come to talk about you. I have come to talk about White-Eye.’

      
      ‘White-Eye? I do not even know the girl.’

      
      ‘But I do, and I can tell you that she is not well, not at all,’ said Minikin. At last the mistress sat back, looking remarkably
         old. The torchlight wavered on her face. ‘I have known White-Eye since she was born. Her father, Kadar – he gave her to me
         to look after. Did you know that?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Lorn. ‘Gilwyn told me that. You are like a mother to the girl, that’s what he said.’

      
      ‘A mother?’ Minikin brightened. ‘I like to think that’s true. I have tried to make her strong. And she is strong, King Lorn.
         White-Eye is like her father. Even when he died, White-Eye was strong. But not now. She has lost her Akari.’
      

      
      ‘I confess, I do not really know what that means,’ Lorn admitted. ‘Gilwyn has tried to explain it to me, but this bond between
         people and spirits; it vexes me.’
      

      
      Minikin gave a knowing chuckle. With Trog’s big hand still on her chair, she reached over her shoulder and patted it. ‘The
         Inhumans use their Akari to help them. Without her Akari, White-Eye is as blind as your daughter, Poppy. But Poppy has never
         known sight, while White-Eye has had it robbed from her.’
      

      
      Lorn tried to look moved. ‘It must be terrible.’

      
      ‘Terrible? At least that. White-Eye has not only lost her sight but also part of her soul. That is what an Akari is like –
         they become part of their hosts. She has never been so alone, and it has damaged her. She no longer thinks of herself as kahana.
         And she must, King Lorn, because she must rule here someday.’
      

      
      
      ‘But how can she? She never even comes to Jador because of the sun. How can she rule the city?’

      
      ‘White-Eye made Gilwyn regent so that he could look after things while she stayed in Grimhold,’ said Minikin. ‘But what if
         Gilwyn never returns?’ She looked hard at Lorn. ‘Have you not considered that?’
      

      
      ‘I have,’ said Lorn. ‘He is young, and I warned him when he left that there would be dangers. That is why I am trying to prepare
         Jador, Lady Minikin. The city needs to be strong.’
      

      
      ‘Indeed, and it needs a strong leader. You are strong, certainly, but you are not Jadori and you were not chosen by White-Eye.
         The city needs its kahana. And White-Eye needs to be whole again. She needs to see that she is strong, that she can lead.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, my lady, but I am still lost. What is it you want of me?’

      
      Minikin at last got out of her chair. She padded over to stand before Lorn, who looked up in confusion into her troubled face.
         She returned his gaze directly, her eyes gentle and encouraging.
      

      
      ‘You have done a great deal for Jador, King Lorn,’ she said. ‘Some think you are ambitious and that you only agreed to help
         us for your own self interest. I do not believe that about you. Gilwyn believes in you, and so do I.’
      

      
      Lorn wanted to look away, but forced himself to meet the lady’s gaze. ‘You are naı¨ve to say that,’ he replied. ‘You are speaking
         to King Lorn the Wicked.’
      

      
      ‘That is what they call you up north. Not here.’ Minikin touched his hand. ‘I have a great favour to ask of you.’

      
      A day later, White-Eye remained in her bleak chambers, waiting for sleep to come. The spinning wheel Minikin had given her
         sat neglected in the corner of the room. White-Eye sat near a windowless wall, listening to the deaf-making silence.
      

      
      Alone.

      
      The profoundness of her solitude frightened White-Eye. While Faralok was with her, she was never really alone. He had been
         her constant companions, even making her dreams vivid. Now, closed or open, her eyes surveyed the same blackness. The sound
         of her own breathing grated loudly on her brain. She did not know the time, for time moved like syrup now, dripping slowly
         in frozen drops. Occasional footfalls outside her door told her that it was not yet very late, but to White-Eye the time didn’t
         really matter. One moment was like the next or the one before, and to sleep meant nightmares. So she remained in her chair,
         brooding, neglecting to grope her way toward her bed.
      

      
      She would be ‘all right.’ In time. That’s what they all were saying, and it angered White-Eye. She had nothing but time these
         days, and no way to help herself or her people. Even Gilwyn was lost to her.
      

      
      
      ‘How much time?’ she wondered aloud. In her stark chamber, her voice rang hollow.

      
      Then, remarkably, she heard a knock at her door. White-Eye sat up and turned toward the door, cocking her head to listen.

      
      ‘White-Eye? I’m coming in.’

      
      The door opened. A pair of little feet entered the room. White-Eye tried to smile, feeling the presence of her beloved Minikin.
         There was another with her, too, bigger and larger. White-Eye puzzled, for the sense of the person felt unlike Trog.
      

      
      ‘White-Eye, I’ve just returned,’ said Minikin. She went to stand beside White-Eye’s chair, to touch the girl’s arm. A gentle
         kiss caressed her head. ‘How are you?’
      

      
      ‘The same.’ Though she was glad Minikin had come, she could give no other answer. ‘Minikin, who is with you?’

      
      White-Eye felt her pull away. The other – a stranger – stepped into the room.

      
      ‘Kahana,’ said the voice, a man White-Eye did not recognize. ‘I am Lorn of Norvor.’

      
      White-Eye got unsteadily out of her chair to face him. ‘I know you,’ she said. ‘Gilwyn told me about you.’

      
      She felt Lorn step closer. Even in her blindness his presence felt enormous. Minikin did not touch White-Eye again, but stayed
         near her.
      

      
      ‘What happened to you is a great tragedy,’ said Lorn. ‘You have my sympathies.’

      
      White-Eye nodded, confused. ‘King Lorn, you have surprised me. I did not expect you to be coming here.’ She turned toward
         Minikin for an explanation. ‘Is there a reason?’
      

      
      Minikin shrunk under the question. ‘White-Eye,’ she sighed, ‘please listen to me. Lorn is here to help you.’

      
      ‘Help me? How?’

      
      ‘You are going back to Jador with me,’ said Lorn. ‘To be Kahana.’

      
      White-Eye was in no mood for jests. ‘Be serious, now . . .’

      
      ‘I am serious, my lady,’ said Lorn. ‘It is what Minikin has asked of me, to make you into a ruler.’

      
      ‘What?’ White-Eye asked furiously. ‘Minikin, what is this? Tell him to leave at once.’

      
      ‘Child, it is necessary,’ said Minikin. ‘Jador needs you.’

      
      White-Eye put up her hands, shaking her head and backpeddling until she hit her chair. ‘No! Go away!’

      
      ‘Listen to me,’ Minikin insisted. ‘You think you are useless because you are blind. But you are Kahana! You cannot sit forever
         in this room. You must learn things, things that Lorn can teach you.’
      

      
      ‘Him?’ White-Eye shrieked.

      
      
      ‘I will be as gentle as I can with you, Kahana.’ She felt Lorn stalking closer. ‘I will teach you how to lead your people,
         and how to overcome your terrors.’
      

      
      ‘This is madness!’ White-Eye collapsed into her chair, turning away from them both. ‘Look at me! How can you do this to me?’

      
      ‘It is necessary,’ Minikin said, her voice pleading. ‘This is not to hurt you. It is to make you strong. You must see that
         you can still do things.’
      

      
      ‘I do not want to do things! I want to be left alone!’

      
      Minikin took a breath to quiet down them all. Finally she said, ‘Lorn will not leave without you, White-Eye. You must go with
         him to Jador.’
      

      
      ‘Minikin, I cannot! I cannot stand the light!’

      
      ‘It is dark now, Kahana,’ said Lorn. ‘And I will not allow any harm to come to you. We will travel through the night, and
         while the sun is up you can stay within the palace.’
      

      
      ‘And what will you do with me in the palace?’ White-Eye asked. ‘Tutor me? Like I am some dullard?’

      
      Lorn quickly seized her hand in his own. ‘Do you feel that?’

      
      White-Eye could not break from his grasp.

      
      ‘Do you feel that?’ he asked again.

      
      ‘Your hand?’

      
      ‘Aye, my hand. Do you feel the strength of it, girl? I have been through a hundred heartaches like yours.’

      
      He yanked her to her feet. She stared blankly, frightened.

      
      ‘You and I are special, girl. We are rulers. I’m going to teach you what that means.’

      
      White-Eye felt herself shaking. She tried to pry his fingers free, but they were like corded ropes.

      
      ‘King Lorn, I am afraid!’

      
      His grasp wouldn’t slacken. ‘You have dragons,’ he said. ‘Together we will slay them. I will teach you.’

      
      White-Eye turned hopelessly toward Minikin. ‘Minikin, I do not want this. Please . . .’

      
      The mistress would not comfort her. ‘He won’t harm you, White-Eye. He has promised it and I believe him. There are kreels
         and warriors waiting to escort you.’
      

      
      The madness of the moment seemed inescapable. White-Eye nodded, not really agreeing, not wanting to struggle. Lorn’s hand
         remained strong. She kept hold of it even as he took his first slow steps toward the door.
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      Mirage was dreaming of Grimhold when the carriage came to a halt.

      
      At first she did not remember where she was, but then the chains around her feet reminded her. She lifted her head from the
         hard floor, groggily searching the dark interior. The airless, windowless carriage stifled her breathing, but she knew they
         had stopped and her stomach rumbled with hunger. Finally, there would be food. Her companions inside the prison carriage –
         all of them women – began coming alive in the darkness. She had spoken barely a word to any of them over the past few days.
         She didn’t even know their names. Mirage prepared herself, ready to fight the way an animal might. Days of darkness and hunger
         had driven her to madness. The chains around her ankles had made the skin chafe and bleed. Her eyes stung from tears and dirt
         and the sheer stink of captivity.
      

      
      ‘Mine,’ muttered one of the women insanely. She was a small, Norvan woman with jet hair who had positioned herself near the
         carriage door, the first to leap whenever food was given. The other women – less than a dozen in all – shuffled near to her,
         to beg for the morsels their captors pressed through the portal. They were all Norvans, Mirage had guessed, captured in Liiria
         just as she had been. After Chane had taken her to the Reecian camp, she had been shoved into the prison carriage for the
         long ride to Hes, the Reecian capital. Without explanation, she had learned on her own that there were scores of prisoners,
         mostly men. Mirage rubbed her red eyes with her dirty hands. The food was always terrible, but hunger made her choke it down.
         She could barely believe her misery.
      

      
      She had been having a good dream, and had awoken to a nightmare. For days now she had endured the humiliation of captivity,
         fighting for scraps and wondering against logic how her life had taken such a turn. At first she had thought it a sick joke,
         but then Chane had taken her to the camp across the border, and she knew with awful certainty that it was no joke at all,
         and that she truly was a prisoner. And she had cried. Like the other bewildered women, she had sobbed lonely tears as the
         carriage bumped toward Hes, away from her old life toward the frightful unknown.
      

      
      At last she heard the bolts being thrown open and saw the door crack with moonlight. It was still late, and she had no real
         notion of the hour. The women shouted and crowded toward the door, but before Mirage could make her move the figure of their
         gaoler appeared, his angry face barking at them to back away. He had no food, this giant Reecian, just a chain of keys around
         his wrist and a stout stick in his meaty fist. He beat the little Norvan woman back until she yelped like a dog.
      

      
      ‘Norvan sluts,’ he cursed. ‘Get back, the lot of you. We’re here.’

      
      Mirage crept forward to see outside the little door. Were they in Hes? The gaoler stepped away and let a team of his companions
         into the carriage. One by one they hauled the chained women out, dropping them to the cold earth. When it was Mirage’s turn
         she tried hard to keep her balance. Suddenly she was tumbling, the fresh air pricking her skin, the hard ground rattling her
         jaw. With her bound wrists she tried to right herself, looking around in horror. Her body was always in pain, and stretching
         it now made her wince. A dark city rose up around her, quiet and still. The other prison carriages had also stopped to unload
         their human cargo. Mirage got to her knees, pausing uncertainly. The big Reecian with the stick knocked the other women into
         the same position, his thick accent barely understandable. Around them, ancient Hes twinkled with torchlight, its magnificent
         towers soaring into the black sky. A courtyard spread out around them, full of soldiers and activity. Mirage glanced up to
         see a forbidding structure blocking her sight, a rambling edifice of grey stone and iron. Her heart iced over, sure that her
         undoing lay inside.
      

      
      ‘That one,’ said a voice.

      
      Mirage turned toward the voice and saw Corvalos Chane. He was pointing at her, conversing with the gaolers. When their eyes
         met he smirked. One of Mirage’s captors approached and lifted her roughly to her feet, dragging her toward Chane. Barely able
         to walk, Mirage struggled not to fall when the Reecian released her. She stood before Chane, filthy and broken, her eyes locked
         hatefully on his own.
      

      
      ‘I will take her inside myself,’ said Chane.

      
      The big man with the stick backed away, not questioning Chane as he took hold of Mirage and led her away. Mirage’s head swiveled
         in confusion. Throughout the courtyard, men were tumbling out of prison carriages.
      

      
      ‘My feet,’ she gasped. ‘I can’t . . .’ She paused, nearly falling, coughing up dirty spit. For days she had barely used her
         voice, and now it failed her.
      

      
      ‘Keep up,’ Chane demanded. ‘Little steps, girl.’

      
      
      Mirage forced herself to walk, her steps shortened by the chain around her ankles. Chane’s strong hand clamped around her
         arm guided her painfully away from the others, toward an open, spiked gate and the dark recesses of the keep.
      

      
      ‘This place,’ she rasped. ‘What is it?’

      
      Chane did not answer.

      
      ‘Is this Hes?’ she asked angrily. ‘Is this where Asher is?’

      
      The name Asher had haunted her the whole miserable journey. Chane had used the name like a weapon. The nightmarish castle
         of slimy moss and tangled iron tortured her thinking, making her beg for answers. Before Chane could pull her through the
         gate, Mirage planted her feet and grit her teeth, refusing to go further.
      

      
      ‘No!’

      
      Chane’s free hand shot across her mouth, stunning her.

      
      ‘You will have your answers . . . inside.’

      
      He pulled her bodily through the gate, nearly lifting her from her bound feet as he dragged her into the keep. Remarkably
         strong, he barely broke a sweat as he half-carried her through a sleepy hall, dimly lit with oily lamps and smelling badly
         of humanity. Mirage gave up her struggle, fighting instead to keep from falling, her booted feet skipping across the stone
         floor as Chane bounced her along. Soldiers leered, ignored by Chane as he led her deeper into the keep. She heard the cries
         of other prisoners echoing through the halls, the ghastly music punctuated by the noise of scraping metal. Nausea swam through
         Mirage’s mind as she imagined the torture the Reecians had arranged for her. Chane’s special interest in her snuffed out the
         last of her confidence.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know anything,’ she said again, her voice breaking. ‘This is madness. I swear . . .’

      
      Unmoved, Corvalos Chane ignored her pleas. He moved with urgency, and in time took her to a rounded turret overlooking the
         courtyard. A bank of dingy windows afforded a perfect view of the yard. Though they had not climbed any stairs, the turret
         stood above ground level, low but imperious. A figure waited near the windows, his body draped in plain grey clothes with
         an apron wrapped around his mid-section, the kind a butcher might wear. His back turned toward them, he nevertheless raised
         a hand to bid them forward as he stared intently out the windows, studying the newly arrived prisoners.
      

      
      ‘I saw you come in,’ he said, still not turning. Dread-filled, Mirage watched him, his features obscured in shadows. ‘What
         have you brought me?’
      

      
      ‘A special captive,’ Chane replied. He pushed Mirage forward. She wobbled on her toes, managing to remain upright. At last
         the man at the window turned to face them. The first thing Mirage noticed were the blood stains on his apron. The white cloth was soaked with gore. He stepped out of the shadows to reveal his frightful face.
         The eyes, too far apart, leapt with intrigue when he sighted Mirage. His bent nose leaned to one side and the curve of his
         mouth turned up in an unnatural grimace. Long, stringy hair writhed down across his bulbous forehead, white like snow. Deep
         ruts ran down along both cheeks, the scars of some long ago injury. Mirage stared at him, mesmerized by his manic eyes and
         deformaties. His feet stepped gingerly across the floor as he approached her.
      

      
      ‘A gift,’ he said. ‘For me?’

      
      Mirage shifted back on her chained feet. The man’s blood-caked hand reached to take her collar.

      
      ‘Oooh, don’t fall now,’ he cooed, pulling her closer. He cocked his head, inspecting her. A little pink tongue ran across
         his lips. ‘Beautiful. What is your name, pretty lady?’
      

      
      Mirage shook under his leer, too afraid to reply. The man put his ear closer to her mouth.

      
      ‘What’s that? Speak up, child.’

      
      ‘Mirage,’ she managed, forcing herself.

      
      ‘Mirage?’ The man’s permanent grimace twisted into a smile. ‘What an exotic name. You are Norvan?’

      
      ‘She is from Jador,’ said Chane. ‘I found her in Liiria. She knows Baron Glass.’

      
      ‘Really? Now that is interesting. Allow me to introduce myself, pretty Mirage. My name is Asher, and this is my church. I
         am the lord high god of this keep. I am your master, your saviour, and your only hope. Be warned – if you displease me . .
         .’ Asher put his hands together as if in prayer. ‘It will be unpleasant for you.’
      

      
      ‘Asher, enough,’ said Chane. ‘You’re scaring her.’

      
      The gaoler raised his heavy brow. ‘Forgive me, pretty Mirage. I have the face for this work, don’t you think?’ He turned toward
         Chane. ‘Tell me about her.’
      

      
      ‘She wasn’t with the others,’ Chane replied. ‘I followed her myself, from the library at Koth. She spoke of Baron Glass openly.
         They’re friends.’
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