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			What Has Gone Before: 
The Events of 930–935 
(as related in Empress of the Fall)

			In Junesse 930, Alaron Mercer and Ramita Ankesharan, co-founders of the Merozain Bhaicara, seized control of the towers of the Leviathan Bridge, saving it from destruction and using the energies roused by the Keepers to destroy the Imperial Windfleet above, killing Emperor Constant and Mater-Imperia Lucia and many more of the court’s most influential mage-nobles. These deaths create a power vacuum at the very heart of the Rondian Empire.

			The Church of Kore reacts faster than the remaining Pallas nobility: Grand Prelate Dominius Wurther has been entrusted with the emperor’s children, Prince Cordan and Princess Coramore and he prepares to form a Regency Council in Cordan’s name to secure the continuation of the Sacrecour dynasty. He doesn’t suspect that his confidante, the prelate Ostevan, has other loyalties: he tips off his kinswoman, Duchess Radine Jandreux, in the northern city of Coraine, birthplace of Natia, Emperor Magnus’ first wife. The Corani fell from favour after Natia’s demise and Constant’s ascent to power. Now their time has come again . . .

			Striking quickly, Radine sends Corani mage-knights, led by Sir Solon Takwyth and the spymaster Dirklan Setallius, steal Cordan and Coramore from under the Church’s nose – and more importantly, they free a woman of whom they had no knowledge, who turns out to be Lyra Vereinen, the daughter of the late Princess Natia.

			Acting swiftly, the Corani plot a return to power. With their rivals paralysed by the disasters of the Third Crusade, those keeping order inside the capital – Grand Prelate Wurther and Treasurer Calan Dubrayle – are persuaded to turn their backs on the Sacrecour clan; they come to an agreement for the Corani to return to Pallas; that agreement includes the banishment of Ostevan, in revenge for his betrayal of Wurther. Duchess Radine marches her soldiers south into Pallas, where the populace, fearing a civil war, greet them with great rejoicing, aided by the faery-tale circumstances of Lyra’s rescue.

			But Lyra is no compliant tool to be wielded by Corani ambitions: she is a complex young woman with her own secrets; there are unanswered questions over her parentage, and she has never been trained in the gnosis, despite being a pure-blood mage. When she does finally awaken her innate magic, it’s not the gnosis, but the heretical arts of pandaemancy. Worse, she has also fallen in love with her rescuer, the jaded Corani knight Ril Endarion, a highly unsuitable relationship for the woman who is to be the figurehead of the Corani cause, their queen and the new empress.

			On the eve of her coronation, with Radine demanding that Lyra accept the dour and formidable Solon Takwyth as her husband, Lyra blindsides the duchess. In a secret ceremony, Ostevan, acting out of spite and knowing he is facing exile, marries Ril and Lyra. After Lyra has been crowned the following day, she openly declares her marriage before the world. Radine, Takwyth and Setallius are forced to accept her actions, and Takwyth goes into voluntary exile after he strikes Ril, the new Prince-Consort.

			Despite this shaky start, the Corani are able to face down their rivals and the succession crisis appears to have been resolved. In relief, Pallas and the empire settle to deal with a new world and a new ruler.

			*

			Over the next five years, the Rondian Empire struggles on. There’s civil strife in the southern regions of Rimoni and Silacia, where bandit-lords and mercenaries are fighting, but that’s nothing new. The Treasury has been forced to impose heavy taxes to rebuild the finances of the empire, and vassal-states like Argundy, Estellayne and Noros are clamouring for greater autonomy, but the Corani gamble in seizing the throne appears to have paid off. Duchess Radine dies, still embittered by Lyra’s betrayal, but Ril and Lyra continue to reign securely in Pallas – although the economy is wavering, there is unrest in the provinces and Lyra has had two miscarriages and remains without an heir of her blood.

			In Ahmedhassa, the Sultan Salim Kabarakhi is trying to rebuild his realm with the aid of the mighty eastern mage, Rashid Mubarak. His efforts are undermined by corruption, and by the Shihadi faction, who are demanding revenge against the West, even though the Leviathan Bridge, the only link to Yuros, will remain below water and unusable until 940.

			*

			In 935, new crises are developing in East and West. A secret masked cabal, whose identities are concealed even from each other, is formed by the rogue Ordo Costruo mage Ervyn Naxius, a genius unconstrained by morality. He offers the cabal members powers beyond even those of the Merozain Bhaicara, who are Ascendants capable of utilising all sixteen facets of the gnosis. What Naxius offers is a link to an ancient super-daemon called Abraxas, and the ability to enslave others using the daemon’s ichor. When Naxius proves to his cabal that they, not the daemon, will be in control, the ‘Masks’ join his mission to unseat every throne and make themselves rulers of a new era.

			In the West, the cabal aims to supplant Empress Lyra with the pliant Prince Cordan, but to do this, they must snatch the royal children from Corani custody. They strike during the jousting tournament which was supposed to bolster Ril and Lyra’s faltering rule; instead, the tourney becomes the centre of a web of intrigue. The exiled and embittered Ostevan, now a member of the Masks cabal, engineers a return to court as Lyra’s confessor and soon begins to infect people with the daemon’s ichor. The effects are not dissimilar – at first, at least – to the symptoms of riverreek, a seasonal illness. He uses this hidden control over other courtiers to engineer the snatching of the royal children on the last day of the tourney.

			The climax of the tourney is a clash between Ril, a fine warrior for all his faults, and an ‘Incognito Knight’; the victorious unknown is revealed to be Solon Takwyth, returned from exile. He begs a boon from Lyra before the entire crowd: that he be forgiven and permitted to return to Corani service, and Lyra is forced to allow this – then they receive the shocking news that the royal children have been abducted.

			Meanwhile, in the East, the Masks strike a savage blow against peace: at the height of the Convocation, the religious and political event that shapes future policy, Sultan Salim is murdered by masked assassins. The only survivor of his household is Latif, his impersonator, who goes into hiding while Rashid Mubarak seizes control, and shifts policy towards war. His sons, the brutal Attam and the cunning Xoredh, advance his plans for Shihad, a holy war, against the vast and hostile nation of Lakh, to unify his new sultanate.

			But Rashid is working a delicate tightrope, striving to appear just as well as strong, and he appoints his nephew, Prince Waqar, to investigate Salim’s murder. Waqar is distracted by the plight of his mother Sakita, Rashid’s sister: she too was attacked that same night, by Salim’s marked murderers. Waqar encounters Tarita Alhani, a Javon spy, who is also investigating the murders, and they agree to collaborate. When Sakita dies, Tarita goes north, seeking clues in Hebusalim, while Waqar is sent south, into the wild, mountainous land of Lokistan, on a secret mission for Rashid.

			All over the world, momentous events are taking place that may have a profound effect. In Dhassa, the Mollachian princes and mage-brothers Kyrik and Valdyr Sarkany, long held captive in the East’s dehumanising breeding-houses, are reunited. It’s not an amicable meeting, for Kyrik has converted to the Amteh faith and been released into the care of Godspeaker Paruq, an Eastern priest of Ahm, while Valdyr has remained staunch in his western faith. He escaped his breeding-house, but was recaptured and for the past five years has been a slave-labourer. He has been under a Rune of the Chain since he was a child, which has concealed and disarmed his gnosis.

			Paruq manages to secure the brothers’ release, taking them by windship to Yuros and setting them down among a tribe of Sydian nomads, with whom he has been conducting missionary work. The brothers are intent on returning to Mollachia and reclaiming their inheritance, but they are captured by tax-farmers, an unhappy by-product of Empress Lyra’s efforts to fund her reign. Their dead father owed a fortune to the empire in taxes and the tax-farmers have new – draconian – laws on their side; two Rondian legions have occupied Mollachia and are busy stripping it of its wealth. One legion is under the command of Robear Delestre and his sister Sacrista, who have the tax-farming contract on behalf of their father; and the other, an Imperial legion, is commanded by Governor Ansel Inoxion. The brothers are locked up and left to die, but local freedom fighters – the legendary Vitezai Sarkanum – rescue the brothers, who agree to head up the resistance movement. Kyrik has discovered a common mythology shared by Mollachs and Sydians; he returns to the Sydian steppes to recruit aid. The price: marriage to the fiery Sydian witch Hajya. Valdyr distinguishes himself against the Rondian occupiers, despite having no gnostic powers; the Chain-rune has been removed, but he can feel nothing.

			In Pallas, Naxius and his Masks are readying their follow-up attacks. Ordinary citizens, apparently suffering a particularly virulent outbreak of riverreek, are in fact possessed minions of the daemon Abraxas: they’re used as shock troops in coordinated assaults on the Imperial Bastion and the Celestium, the Church of Kore’s holiest site. Using secret underground tunnels, the attack penetrates all defences, ready to unveil Prince Cordan as the new emperor, and backed by the arrival of a Sacrecour army at the gates.

			In the East, the new sultan’s careful long-term planning reaches fulfilment. Rashid has assembled a vast windfleet capable of sailing across the skies to invade even as far as the West. The only thing preventing invasion is the Leviathan Bridge itself: if the Ordo Costruo or the Merozain Bhaicara unleash the powers of the Bridge’s towers, as they did against Emperor Constant’s fleet in 930, Rashid’s ships would be destroyed.

			During this coordinated assault on peace and order, a new variable enters play: dwyma, or pandaemancy, a heretical form of magic believed to be extinct, has only ever lain dormant. Now Fate has placed three people with the power to use it in the midst of these world-changing events. But two of them don’t even suspect they have such a power . . .

			In Pallas, the attacks on the Bastion and the Celestium appear to be succeeding; and the Masks look to be on the brink of seizing power – until Empress Lyra uses dwyma to destroy one of the apparently indestructible Masks. In the Celestium, a burst of light from a shrine associated with Saint Eloy, a dwymancer who supposedly abjured his powers, destroys another Mask.

			In Mollachia, on a wild night on the sacred Watcher’s Peak, Valdyr Sarkany receives the gift of dwyma from four ghostly Watchers and uses it to freeze a legion of Rondian solders just as they’re about to defeat Kyrik and his Sydian riders. Robear Delestre perishes, but his sister Sacrista, always the better soldier, survives.

			But in the East, the dark side of dwyma is revealed. Sakita Mubarak is also a dwymancer, part of a project by the Ordo Costruo to resurrect this long-extinct form of magic. Now a prisoner of the Masks and kept alive by necromancy, she uses her devastating powers to destroy Midpoint Tower, though it costs her ‘life’. Arriving too late, Waqar and Tarita recover artefacts from the tower and receive some clues about the Masks – but Rashid’s windfleet appears on the southern horizon, heading for Yuros, and Waqar realises that his beloved uncle may have been working with the masked assassins – he might even be behind his mother’s death. He also learns that he and his estranged sister Jehana may have the same ‘gift’.

			It is Julsep 935, and for the first time in recorded history, the East is invading the West, which is disunited under an inexperienced empress. The Ordo Costruo and Merozain Bhaicara cannot prevent the invasion – all their energies must go into repairing the Bridge before it is washed away. And for the first time in five centuries, dwymancers are walking the lands, with unpredictable and devastating powers.

			What they do may damn both East and West to aeons of suffering.

		

	
		
			Prologue: 
The Masquerade (Beak)

			On the Primacy of Knowledge

			I once deliberately infected a child with leprosy. But before you condemn, consider that from that experiment, I discovered much about the disease that led to new gnostic treatments which have eradicated the disease from civilised regions.

			We’re at war against barbarism, superstition and ignorance, and a general who wins a victory in battle while minimising casualties is lauded. Yet I’m being hounded by jealous peers. Yes, I suffered casualties in my research battles – but the victories I won were stunning!

			Ervyn Naxius, Defence Notes from his Trial, Hebusalim, 869

			Lowgate Tower, Pallas, Rondelmar, Yuros

			Julsep 935

			Nothing reveals character more than defeat, Ervyn Naxius reflected, as he – or more particularly, his spiratus – soared invisible through the night, covering miles in seconds as it sped across northern Yuros until the Imperial capital – Pallas the Golden, the centre of the Rondian Empire for five centuries – was spread below him. She was like a massive piece of old jewellery, her gems glittering and lovely but the crevices between grimy with the detritus of ages. Pallas: a city of magnificence, excess and most of all, conspiracies. It was here that power, wealth and authority were divided up, in open court and secret backrooms. The heart of Yuros, where every vice and failing was magnified.

			Mine, one day soon. Tonight was another step on that journey.

			Naxius swooped down to a roofed cupola atop a disused watchtower and took on the appearance of an ancient, black-robed man – his true form. Those who awaited him were similarly attired, but each of them wore a mask of lacquered copper.

			A cabal such as theirs needed anonymity, a collective identity and a certain style; he’d taken the ancient Lantric plays for his theme. He knew they were all wondering what to make of the masks he’d selected for each of them; did his choice imply a role, or suggest his interpret­ation of their character?

			All of the above, my dear pawns.

			None of them were truly present; like him, they had flown here in spirit-form, freed from lumpen flesh to roam the world – one of the more useful gnostic arts.

			For Naxius, the journey had been long, but he was well-used to such travel and knew many ways to ease it, from ensuring his body was left in an elevated, open-air site to using drugs and lotions to aid the separation of spiratus from flesh. He touched ground, as tangible to his spiratus as to his human body, and initially ignored his three waiting acolytes, wanting to savour the view. The tower stood near Lowgate, which these days was primarily a rubbish-disposal portal, but as a spir­atus lacked olfactory senses, he wasn’t required to endure the stench. First, he looked east towards the Bastion, the giant rectangular edifice that dominated the city from atop Roidan Heights. From this side, the scars of his minion’s failed coup, which had left the young Empress Lyra Vereinen still enthroned, were invisible.

			Below the Bastion was the Aerflus, the swirling body of water formed by the confluence of two great rivers, the Bruin and the Siber. Pallas surrounded the confluence and grew fat off the river trade. The waters also divided the temporal from the spiritual: south of the river lay the giant glittering dome of the Celestium, which had also been unsuccessfully attacked, leaving the Grand Prelate Dominius Wurther still secure on the Pontifex’s Curule.

			Naxius was untroubled by these failures – any experiment could face unexpected setbacks. He was more interested in the cause of the reverses than the fact of them.

			We thought we knew what we faced, but we found deeper defences.

			Most importantly, he’d discovered that Lyra Vereinen was a pandaemancer – or dwymancer, if you preferred the more sympathetic term for the heretical magic. Remarkably, her powers appeared to extend right into the heart of the Celestium. Furthermore, Solon Takwyth had remained loyal and saved her life when Naxius would have sworn the worthy knight hated his empress. Learning these facts had been worth the casualties.

			But as he finally turned to face them, he saw his three surviving Western Masks were consumed with worry. Jest sported a diamond-patterned mask; Tear’s eyes wept rubies; Angelstar’s seraphic features remained austere. He knew their real identities, of course – having recruited them – but as far as he knew, they didn’t yet know each other’s true names.

			‘Brother Jest, Brother Angelstar, Sister Tear,’ he greeted them. ‘We spoke only days ago. What need is there now for further discourse?’

			Jest responded first. ‘Master, we wished to speak with you without the Easterners present.’

			Ah yes, how very predictable. The whole of the West was reeling at the news that Rashid Mubarak, the new Sultan of Kesh, had crippled the Leviathan Bridge and launched an invasion of Yuros. Even now his windfleet was collecting his second wave of troops, while the first armies were preparing to depart Pontus and march west. After three bloody Yurosian Crusades, the Eastern counter-attack – their Shihad or holy war – was underway.

			His three surviving Western minions now knew that his four Eastern Masks had been central to Rashid’s plans, and clearly felt threatened.

			‘When we last spoke,’ Naxius replied, ‘you worried that the left hand of my cabal didn’t know what the right hand was doing. Nevertheless, you are of the same body. Consider your own hands – they obey the brain, without consulting the other limbs. I give you far more autonomy than that. I’ve given you tools and pointed you at a problem: that Lyra Vereinen and Dominius Wurther – a guileless girl and a fat priest – sit on the two most powerful thrones in Koredom. You have attempted to unseat them, and failed: learn from that, and try again.’

			Their Masks didn’t completely hide their reactions; Jest was calm, already adapting and looking forward, and Angelstar was feigning indifference. But Tear was visibly stressed.

			‘Who will replace Twoface?’ she demanded.

			‘Whomsoever I choose,’ Naxius answered. ‘You thought you knew who Twoface was, Sister Tear, but you were wrong and you jeopardised your anonymity. Don’t make that mistake again.’

			She bowed at his reprimand, but didn’t look at all repentant.

			‘Master,’ Angelstar said, ‘during our attack, we infected ordinary citi­zens with the daemon ichor – now those people are in captivity, are they a danger to us? Can they be used to trace us?’

			‘A good question,’ Naxius approved. ‘The potency of that diluted ichor will lessen and certain things can burn it away entirely, so no, I don’t anticipate it being used to trace you. Forget them. Our enemies will even now be adjusting their defences to account for such attacks, so you must find other ways to assail your foes.’

			‘We faced pandaemancy, which is a heresy,’ Angelstar noted. ‘Even an empress doesn’t stand above the law. Mother Church can bring her down.’

			‘Indeed – but Grand Prelate Wurther owes his life to that very heresy and I think he knows that,’ Naxius replied. ‘If you want to drag her to the stake, you must find another man to do it.’

			‘Empress Lyra’s garden is the nexus of her pandaemancy,’ Jest said. ‘Master, is there anything you, with your vast experience, can tell us about how to overcome such a place?’

			‘Dwyma has been considered extinct for centuries, and I too believed so, until recently,’ Naxius admitted. ‘But believe me, it has now become a priority for my research.’

			‘But the Easterners claimed that a pandaemancer serves them!’

			‘“Served” – past tense. She died when they damaged the Leviathan Bridge. And we have learned something: that even a dwymancer is not proof against our ichor – they can be infected and controlled, but only for a brief time before their magic rejects them. Get close to Lyra Vereinen and when the time comes, bring her to me. I wish to study her.’

			Jest bowed his head obediently but Tear didn’t look pleased. ‘Brother Jest wishes to operate in both the Bastion and the Celestium,’ she complained, ‘but I dwell at the heart of the Imperial Palace. Master, please instruct Jest to confine himself to the Holy City and leave the Bastion – and Lyra Vereinen – to me!’

			It was time to let his irritation show. ‘Work together, and resolve your differences!’ he ordered. ‘You have one purpose – one common purpose – which is the overthrow of the empress and the grand prelate. I expect cooperation – and success.’

			They bowed their heads – reluctantly, but that was to be expected; they were powerful people used to getting their own way. Creative tension was inevitable, perhaps even desirable.

			‘Go forth. Conquer. Through Abraxas, our chained daemon, you have access to all sixteen Gnostic Studies, and more power than any mage in history. Make it count.’

			He waited until they’d bowed again, then in a flash he was gone and streaming back through the aether to his lair.

			*

			Ostevan Jandreux waited until the Master’s spiratus had vanished, then turned to his fellow conspirators. ‘Well, you heard the Master.’

			‘Aye,’ said Angelstar, ‘play nicely and get the job done. I’ll be going south with the army, so you won’t see me for some time. Best you two resolve your issues.’ Then he too was gone, a streak lost in the darkness.

			Tear bowed her head. ‘Jest, I did truly believe that Twoface was Solon Takwyth.’

			Ostevan wasn’t surprised. Takwyth’s face had been ruined on one side, rendering it akin to Twoface, and the exiled Corani knight had shown up just before the latest crisis. In truth, he’d thought the same as Tear – not that he’d admit that now. ‘Too obvious,’ he said, his tone offhand.

			Tear’s mask twisted into a lacquered sneer. ‘Don’t pretend omniscience: you were as much surprised as I! Esvald Berlond was only ever Takwyth’s shadow. I believe Takwyth can still be swayed, though.’

			‘Really? When he all but laid down his life for Empress Lyra?’

			‘He lives for House Corani – but one can love Coraine and loathe Lyra Vereinen, as I do.’

			A raw nerve, Ostevan noted. Your loyalties to House Corani clearly run deep, Lady, whereas I outgrew mine years ago. ‘If you think he can be persuaded, by all means try – but don’t let it spoil your aim for the true prize.’

			‘I won’t,’ Tear grated. ‘And the Bastion is mine – stick to the Celestium, Priest.’

			If she was seeking to threaten him by hinting that she knew his identity, she failed. And he had no intention of confining himself to the Holy City, not when he was so intimate with Lyra herself. After all, was he not her personal confessor?

			But for now, he dissembled. ‘Very well, Lady Tear. I’ll deal with Wurther, and you deal with the queen.’

			Or what’s left of her, after I’m done . . .

			Pontus, Yuros

			Julsep 935

			A mile south of Pontus, Beak awaited his fellow conspirators. His mask of copper and lacquer was an ugly thing, with squinting, leering eyes and the long beak-like nose which apparently gave the character his name – he couldn’t comment; he’d never seen a Lantric play. Ervyn Naxius had enlisted him almost two years ago: an outer sign of a profound inner change.

			Before that, ‘Beak’ had been a mere low-blooded mage, an overlooked scholar of the Hadishah, employed in their secret breeding-houses. Captive magi were vital in the struggle against the Rondian Crusaders and matching breeding-partners was a crucial task – but not one that brought a great deal of recognition.

			But his knowledge and lust for discovery had brought him to the attention of Naxius – how the Ordo Costruo renegade had found him, he had no idea, but from that moment everything had changed. Any pretence that he must follow the Gnostic Codes had vanished, along with all supervision. He’d been given as many live subjects and resources as he needed, with a single mandate: to expand knowledge of the gnosis. Freed of both oversight and moral constraints, guided by Naxius and his incredible insights, the only limits were his own low blood and his imagination – and he and Naxius had overcome even those.

			He is the Master, but I am his closest servant. I am his . . . heir. Beak licked his lips, thinking of all the delicious young men and women who’d unwillingly given their bodies and souls to his research. Everything he’d achieved was through their sacrifice, and those who were hardest to break had been the most rewarding subjects.

			Apparently Beak was a nosy busybody in the Lantric Masques, the tormentor in particular of Heartface and Ironhelm, the star-crossed lovers about whom the plays revolved. How apt; he was exactly that sort – so it was rather amusing to be awaiting Ironhelm and Heartface here, overlooking the fallen city of their enemies.

			They arrived separately. Despite being clad in black and wearing their masks, he was fairly certain he knew who they were. Ironhelm rode a Rondian horned horse – they called it a khurne – captured during the last Crusade. His war-helm gleamed dully in the afternoon sun.

			‘Sal’Ahm, Brother Ironhelm!’ Beak greeted him in Keshi. Since linking with the master-daemon Abraxas, he’d become effortlessly multilingual. He wondered whether to bow, but as the harbadab – the ‘war of manners’ which governed all social interactions – instructed only the barest of greetings between socially equal strangers, he settled for touching his right hand to his forehead. ‘You’re early.’

			Ironhelm mirrored his greeting. ‘Sal’Ahm, Brother Beak. I’ve always believed in arriving early – it enhances the chances of catching people doing something they ought not.’

			‘Trust me, all is as it should be here,’ Beak replied. He pointed north, where the Keshi windfleet hung about the city of Pontus. The hills were brown from lack of rainfall and the city shimmered in the heat haze. ‘How fares Pontus, the newest jewel in our sultan’s crown?’

			Ironhelm tapped his scimitar hilt in satisfaction. ‘The Rondian garrison has surrendered and the Ordo Costruo have fled their Arcanum. We’ve plundered the city for supplies. All wealth will be sent to Ahmedhassa.’

			‘And the populace?’

			‘The young women have been rounded up to serve the soldiers; the young men will be shipped to the Dhassan slave-mines and the rest of the slugskin peasants sent to serve the supply-camp we’ve established. Only the Kore priests were executed. The sultan is merciful.’

			Ironhelm’s voice feigned regret but Beak wasn’t fooled – after three Crusades, he knew the mood of Kesh and Dhassa: the Westerners must pay. He too held that opinion.

			‘And the children?’

			Ironhelm glanced at him curiously. ‘To be taken as devshirmey and taught our ways. The blood-tax will give us many eager young soldiers who will now grow up devoted to Ahm.’

			‘“Give me the boy and I’ll make the man”,’ Beak quoted.

			‘Indeed.’ Ironhelm studied him. ‘I can’t place your accent, Brother?’

			‘I am much travelled. It’s strange, isn’t it, to not even know each other’s station? So much of our interactions are based on social rank, but when strangers must remain strangers, the harbadab is silent.’

			‘If Master Naxius holds us equal, Brother, then equal we are.’ Ironhelm turned as a windskiff swam into view through the shimmering haze. A single figure guided the tiller, her mask glinting. ‘As is she, I suppose.’

			‘Sister Heartface,’ Beak mused. ‘Ironhelm generally woos her, does he not?’

			‘I don’t believe the Master intends us to take these masks so literally,’ Ironhelm replied calmly as they watched Heartface furl her sails, her every gesture and movement elegant. ‘Greetings, Sister,’ he called.

			Beak studied Heartface’s gait: in the first meeting, before they’d all accepted Naxius’ blessing and the daemonic ichor, she’d moved awkwardly; now she flowed, her movements graceful, like a dancer. Of course, the ichor had enabled all of them to perfect themselves physically.

			I care little for physique, but I fancy that to you it’s everything, Heartface.

			They exchanged greetings, then gazed together at conquered Pontus. They’d caused this more than anyone except Sultan Rashid himself; it was their control of the pandaemancer Sakita that had enabled the destruction of Midpoint Tower, the nexus of the powers which could have destroyed their windfleet. They had lost one of their number, though: it was at Midpoint that Felix had perished.

			‘What news?’ Beak asked at last.

			Heartface’s voice was filled with satisfaction. ‘It’s confirmed: Rene Cardien, the Archmagus of the Ordo Costruo, died at Midpoint, as did several others of his order, and two Merozains. Those Ordo Costruo manning the other towers have locked themselves in and are threatening to burn any vessels that approach, but they’re clearly pouring most of their energies into sustaining the Bridge.’

			‘Can they repair it?’ Ironhelm asked.

			‘Who knows? The towers collect sunlight and convert it to gnostic energy. The seas are at their highest right now, and the forces unimaginable, but each tower has emergency reserves. The real question is whether they can sustain it long-term – that will require thousands more solarus crystals, which are incredibly hard to find and enchant. I’ve heard that the Merozain monks are going to their aid – including Alaron Mercer and Ramita Ankesharan.’

			The absolute hatred in her voice confirmed her identity in Beak’s mind; everyone knew the Merozains had cast down Alyssa Dulayne, Rashid Mubarak’s ferang mistress.

			‘Would Sultan Rashid prefer the Bridge to remain intact, or not?’ he wondered aloud.

			‘I don’t know,’ Heartface grumbled, clearly believing she should. ‘What’s important now is exploiting this situation. Are we clear on our roles?’

			Ironhelm inclined his head. ‘I’m with the Shihad. We’re pushing west at all speed.’

			‘To what end?’ Beak wondered. To him the invasion was a sideshow; he was more interested in what knowledge could be gained along the way.

			‘It’s early summer and the army must reach the rich lands of the west before winter. Sultan Rashid wishes to overwinter in a large city – do you realise that in this Ahm-benighted place it snows, even at sea-level? No army can survive that in the open. We must take intact a major city by the onset of winter. After that, we can press on the following spring. I will be lending my weight to those endeavours.’

			Beak couldn’t resist the chance to probe. ‘Then you’re senior in the Shihad army?’

			If a mask could scowl, Ironhelm’s would have. ‘Of course I am. And you, Sister Heartface?’

			‘I’m charged with finding the daughter of Sakita Mubarak.’

			‘Sakita had a daughter and a son, Jehana and Waqar,’ Beak said. ‘Who is assigned to Waqar?’

			‘Leave Waqar to me,’ Ironhelm said. ‘Remember, Sister Heartface, the Master wants Jehana Mubarak alive.’

			‘I know my orders,’ Heartface sniffed. ‘She fled Pontus before we arrived, but I’ll find her.’

			‘As for me, I’ve been sent west,’ Beak announced, ‘on a secret mission for the Master himself. I leave by windskiff tonight. You won’t hear from me for some time.’

			The other two shared a look.

			‘Can we be told nothing at all?’ Heartface asked.

			‘I’m afraid not,’ he replied, thinking, See, the Master gives the most crucial tasks to the one he trusts most. And once you’ve served your purposes, it’ll be back to just Naxius and me, as it was before.

		

	
		
			1: 
Guardians of the Gnosis

			The Gnostic Keepers

			The first Keepers were giants of the gnosis – men and women like Baramitius, Sejentia and Bravius who pioneered our knowledge of what is and isn’t possible. But later generations of Keepers have become mere sycophants, who see their role as less to serve the gnosis, and more to serve House Sacrecour.

			Ordo Costruo Collegiate, Pontus, 841

			Pallas, Rondelmar

			Julsep 935

			Everything we have is so fragile, thought Lyra Vereinen, Empress of Yuros and Queen of Rondelmar, staring out at the city spread before her like an offering. From up here on her balcony Pallas looked tranquil, but only a few days before a ravening, disease-maddened horde of her own citizens had assailed the Bastion. The maze of streets below were quiet now, and across the river the luminescent Celestium still glowed majestically.

			Despite the serenity of the view, Lyra’s thoughts were all of her vulnerabilities.

			I’ve just survived a coup – and I still can’t identify the Masked Cabal who led the attacks. I’m empress, but my father wasn’t the emperor and I don’t know who he was. I’ve got no heir except the child in my belly, and I have a history of miscarriages. I have no gnosis, for all I’m mage-born. But I do have a heretical form of magic called dwyma, which could see me executed. Oh, and the East have invaded Yuros.

			The immensity of the challenges was overwhelming – so many people were relying on her, a convent-girl not even out of her twenties. Thousands of people had left Coraine to follow her to Pallas, even though the last time the Corani came here, they’d almost been destroyed. No matter what, she couldn’t allow that to happen again.

			She took no comfort from the height and thickness of the fortifications: her enemies had already been inside. The only thing that had saved her was a power she barely understood – that and the loyalty and courage of a few people.

			If I gained anything, it was a clearer understanding of who I can trust.

			Amidst all of the confusion a few had stood firm: her husband, Prince-Consort Ril Endarion; her spymaster Dirklan Setallius and his agents Basia de Sirou and Mort Singolo; her senior knights, Solon Takwyth and Oryn Levis, and the men they led. Some, like her confessor, Ostevan Comfateri, had proven their loyalty by standing with her.

			But the Masked Cabal are still out there . . .

			It was a warm, embracing summer morning in northern Rondelmar, the sort of day about which poets would wax lyrical. Too bright for gloomy thoughts, she decided, straightening. It helped that the curtains behind her opened and Ril emerged in his nightclothes and stood behind her, circling his arms around her distended stomach: close, and yet slightly remote.

			She twisted in his arms and looked up at his lean olive face framed by fine black hair – very rare in the pale-skinned, blond north. He was half Estellan and favoured his southern parent, a stark contrast to Lyra’s pale skin and honey-blonde hair. But she’d lost her heart the moment he’d burst into her room in the convent and saved her from murder: a real-life Ryneholt, rescuer of the faery Stardancer.

			Reality had proven harder to live than faery tales.

			Why is it that when I need him most, he always pulls away?

			They’d married in a flurry of clandestine infatuation, defying the life mapped out for her by Duchess Radine Jandreux, but real happiness had been elusive. Two miscarriages hadn’t helped, but there had been other shadows; his heart had older allegiances, and her journey from prisoner and nun to queen and wife was still not complete. She had never shaken the feeling that she disappointed him – and now, just when she’d thought them through the worst, something had happened during the attack that had shaken him badly.

			She thought she knew what that was: one of Ril’s former lovers had been revealed as a servant of the Masked Cabal and been slain before his eyes. Perhaps it’s that. He and Jenet Brunlye were together a long time . . . But she didn’t know how to ask, so all she said was, ‘Did you sleep well, my love?’

			‘Well enough, considering. You spoke well last night,’ he added. ‘You sounded brave.’

			She was so sick and tired of holding court, playing queen. ‘I didn’t feel brave.’ She’d been almost petrified, wondering if any of the Masks were in the room.

			‘It’s important to do these things, to show that you’re calm, even if you aren’t.’

			Masking her emotions was another hard lesson life clearly wished to teach her. Ril was better at it than she was – too often she felt like she had no skin at all to protect her from the world, while Ril was sometimes all surface, his true self buried out of her reach.

			Will our child take after him or me? she wondered. Now she was in her fifth month she could feel the baby moving, a magic as deep as dwyma. Thinking of her secret power, she looked over the railing to the garden below. Just a few days ago she’d been fighting for her life there. She’d had an Earth-mage repair the stairway access immediately: it was the quickest way to get to her garden, the centre of her dwyma and the key to her safety.

			‘Has there been any more sign of this “Aradea”?’ he asked, as if he were reading her mind.

			‘No, but she’s there, if I need her.’

			On the night of the attacks – people were calling it ‘Reeker Night’ – she’d been saved by a presence in the garden that had taken the form of Aradea, the Fey Queen. Of course Aradea didn’t exist; she was just a story, but the guardian spirit of a ‘genilocus’ or place of dwyma could take any shape. She, the daughter of pure-blood magi, had never gained the gnosis; that potential had been locked beneath a Chain-rune for almost all her life. Instead, she’d gained the dwyma – and that heresy could see her dethroned and burned at the stake.

			Do my enemies now know that secret too?

			But there were other more pressing things right now: the news from the East needed a reaction, which meant Ril would have to leave soon, to fight the invaders. ‘Have the summons gone out to the provincial rulers?’ she asked.

			‘Yes. The muster has begun and we’ll gather in a couple of weeks to appoint the generals.’

			‘I wish you didn’t need to lead the army.’

			He sighed. ‘I know – but it’s going to be the largest army in Yurosian history: whoever leads it will have enormous power. It has to be me. You do see that, don’t you?’

			Lest they turn it around and march on Pallas. ‘I know. At least I’ll have Dirklan with me.’

			‘Aye,’ Ril acknowledged, ‘and Takwyth.’

			That his former rival for her hand had been at her side instead of him at the height of the attacks – a coincidence, nothing more – clearly still rankled.

			It hadn’t been his fault: Ril had been too far away when the attacks began. Her faith in his loyalty was unshaken. But the court was a vicious place, full of backstabbing gossips, and no doubt the ‘facts’ were already being whispered about.

			‘Solon proved his loyalty and I trust him,’ she said firmly. ‘He is House Corani to the core.’

			‘Aye – but he thinks House Corani would be better served with him as your Prince-Consort. And he’s not alone.’

			That’s true. But she’d seen Solon Takwyth afterwards, and the reverence on his face. He’d risked his life for hers when a more calculating man might have held back. And now they had a shared secret too: she knew that he’d been offered a place in the cabal. He could have been one of the masked assassins, but had chosen to oppose them. I believe in him, even if Ril doesn’t.

			‘What are your duties today?’ he asked distantly.

			There was a certain irony, she thought, that she’d taken to royal duties – and council-room intrigues – more readily than he, even though he’d been raised in the court. ‘I’m visiting the Reeker Night prisoners – the riverreek sufferers.’ She tried not to shudder. They spit at me and try to bite me, or they just stare with blank eyes, like reptiles lying in wait.

			‘Let others visit the Reekers,’ her husband advised her, but she shook her head.

			‘No, I have to go. They’re still our people, despite what was done to them.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘Will I see you this afternoon? I’m free for a good two hours, if you’d like to . . .’ She stroked his face, letting her expression complete the offer.

			I need my husband to prove he still loves me . . . He’d not slept with her since Reeker Night.

			‘I can’t,’ Ril said, not meeting her eyes. ‘We’re recruiting – we lost too many good men. We need to replace them, and quickly. I’ll be busy all day – probably right through evening too.’ His haunted expression reminded her that he too had almost died that night. But it still wasn’t like him to be so dismissive of her, despite her condition.

			She bit her lip, trying to conceal the hurt, especially since he’d spent most of their married life complaining that she wasn’t enthusiastic enough in bed. Is he punishing me for rejecting him so often? she wondered, or is it something else?

			Then Vita, her new maid, knocked at the doors: it was time to dress and begin the day.

			Lyra kissed Ril goodbye, unable to shake the feeling that sometime on Reeker Night, she’d lost him again.

			*

			Ril left the royal bedchamber, a feeling of oppressive tension following him – because he was its source. He shouldn’t be distancing himself from Lyra, not right now, but he couldn’t help it. There was someone else he needed more.

			He found her in a secluded alcove. Behind the curtains, large windows faced north over the well-to-do areas of Gravenhurst and Nordale. Basia de Sirou was sitting on a cushioned seat, looking blankly out through the glass. Her narrow face was framed by boyishly short auburn hair and she wore her habitual riding leathers. She looked up when he slipped between the curtains and joined her on the seat.

			When he put his arm around her shoulders, she sank into him with an aching sigh. ‘Everything’s different now, isn’t it?’ she murmured, her eyes searching his.

			In answer, he covered her mouth with his, locking them together. The forbidden thrill, the burning need and the feeling of completeness, of having marrow in his bones again, were almost overwhelming. Even knowing he could be dethroned, exiled or even executed for this wasn’t going to stop him.

			How could I have been so blind when she’s always been at the centre of my life?

			Basia finally pulled away, and panted, ‘This is beyond stupid—’

			‘I don’t care. We should have done this years ago – that’s the stupid part.’

			When they’d been caught up in the Sacrecour strike against House Corani twenty-six years before, they’d been trapped in a collapsed well; for three intense days and nights they’d kept each other alive. Love was too inadequate a word for what they shared – but that bond had also kept them apart, both too scared to start a love affair they’d never be able to leave if it soured. But on Reeker Night, in the midst of danger, they’d finally kissed. Now there was no going back.

			‘We were just children in 909, Ril,’ Basia said, her normally ironic voice quivering with emotion. ‘We didn’t know how to deal with such enormous things.’

			‘We’re not children any more.’

			‘True: you’re now the prince-consort and about to be father of the royal heir. I’m your queen’s bodyguard and you and she are the most scrutinised people in the empire.’

			He pulled her face to him and kissed her forehead. Stroking her back, he asked, ‘Then what are we going to do?’

			She took his hand and drew it to her heart, which was hammering as hard as his was. ‘Ril darling,’ she said fervently, ‘we’re going to be very, very discreet. Now take me somewhere and rukk me senseless.’

			*

			‘How bad will it be today?’ Lyra asked the lean, silver-haired man awaiting her at the guarded doors of the Bastion.

			‘Bad enough,’ Dirklan Setallius replied, ‘but they’re improving every day.’

			Setallius wasn’t by nature a comforting presence. His silver hair covered the badly burnt half of his face and he wore a patch over a false eye. Beneath the black kid-leather glove he always wore was a false left hand made of silver and wood. Despite his grim appearance, however, Lyra felt safe with her spymaster; she confided in him almost as much as her confessor. Dirklan always made her feel that his first concern was to protect her – and as a pure-blood mage, that protection was not inconsiderable.

			‘Then show me,’ she said, taking his arm.

			He led Lyra along a dark corridor towards a square of light. This southeastern part of the mountain of stone that was the Bastion had been sealed off for use as a special prison, as the usual cells weren’t equipped to deal with infectious prisoners. They emerged on to a balcony of shaped stone overlooking a courtyard filled with people. The stench of sweat, urine, faeces and vomit baking in the summer sun hit them first.

			Lyra’s stomach rebelled. ‘Kore’s Blood, it’s no easier to breathe in here!’

			‘I keep telling you to bring a posy, Milady,’ Setallius replied.

			‘How would having flowers up my nose help me perceive these improvements you’ve been telling me about?’ She looked down at the wretched prisoners. Most were asleep in the shade; some wakeful ones were staring up at her mutely. A filthy young woman in bloodied clothes waved, and Lyra waved back, realising this was the first human reaction she’d seen on her daily visits. ‘Dirklan, the smell here is worse, not better.’

			‘Milady, the smell only seems worse because today is hot – but the buckets are less used, and they’re keeping their food down. There is improvement.’

			Only two hundred of the thousand-strong ravening mob that had assailed the Bastion on Reeker Night had survived; all of them people who been driven insane by the seasonal riverreek disease – or something else. The depraved attackers had been horribly difficult to kill – only decapitation or dismembering them had stopped them. For all their ferocity, they’d mostly used teeth and nails in the fray, and anyone who fell to their bite had also been afflicted. Even her mage-knights had struggled to stop the Reekers – that was the usual nickname for those contracting the seasonal illness, but no one truly believed riverreek had caused the madness.

			‘You say they’ve not been violent since the attack, Dirklan?’

			‘Milady, from the moment you slew Twoface they’ve been directionless.’

			‘So if one of these Masks reappeared, they might be stirred up again?’

			‘Possibly,’ he admitted. ‘For the first four days they’d eat only meat – and the worst of them tried to eat their fellows; those haven’t improved, so we’re keeping them apart. But most started to get better as soon as they were exposed to sunlight. Some of them can even talk now.’

			‘Do they remember what they did?’ Lyra asked.

			‘Apparently not. We’ve found signs of daemonic possession, but we can’t be sure.’

			She thought about that, then asked, ‘So there’s two degrees of . . . um, infection?’

			‘It appears so. The dozen we’ve locked up below are still violent, superhumanly strong and cunning too – they feign fainting or even death, then try to bite the guards. They won’t touch anything but raw meat and they speak in gibberish.’

			‘What about the royal children?’

			Twelve-year-old Coramore had been infected, and she’d slaughtered Lyra’s ladies-in-waiting. It had taken extraordinary efforts to subdue her. Her elder brother, Cordan, hadn’t been affected. Now they were locked in separate rooms in Redburn Tower, on the northwest corner of the Bastion, until Lyra could work out what to do with them.

			‘Cordan is still frightened,’ Dirklan reported, ‘but he’s rediscovering himself. Of course, as the Sacrecour emperor, that just means he’s regaining his arrogance and pride – but this experience has changed him. He knows Ril saved his life and I’m hoping he’s turned over a new leaf. It’s Coramore I’m worried about: she’s still dangerous, like all those in the dungeons. The beneficial effects of the water from your garden have worn off.’

			‘Should I bring more? It must be worth trying,’ Lyra suggested.

			He didn’t look convinced. ‘Whatever’s inside her has unleashed her inner spite. She’s not the girl you knew – and she wasn’t exactly easy to love in the first place, was she?’

			‘I’ll have more water sent regardless,’ Lyra promised. ‘The pool in the garden is only small, but if there are positive effects on Coramore, then give everyone here a cupful.’ She stepped to the edge of the balcony; her movement drew the eyes of almost every conscious person, but she concentrated on the girl who’d waved at her. She was pallid and hollow-eyed, barely eighteen. For a moment their eyes locked – and then the girl gazed down at her hands, still smeared in blood, and it looked to Lyra as if she saw herself, properly saw herself, for the first time.

			The girl cried out, a desolate keening that shivered through Lyra’s bones.

			‘For Kore’s sake, we must wash these people!’ she exclaimed. ‘We must remind them they’re human, Dirklan! How can we expect them to recover when we pen them up like animals?’

			She hurried away, on the verge of tears. The masked ones are still out there, and they don’t care what they did to these people. They’ll try again and again, until we stop them.

			Once in the darkened passage she sagged against the wall, shaking. Dirklan caught her up and pulled her against his chest – it might be a breach of protocol, but she needed to be held.

			It should have been Ril here to support me, she thought unhappily. Why isn’t he here? ‘What can we do?’ she asked plaintively.

			‘We’re going to heal these people, and repair the Bastion. We’re going to find the Masked Cabal and kill them. And if the trail leads to Garod Sacrecour, we’ll have his head too.’

			‘And the Easterners?’

			‘The army will deal with that, Milady. This is the Rondian Empire: there is no greater power. One day at a time, Lyra, we’ll get through this.’

			‘Walls couldn’t protect me,’ she replied, her voice tremulous. ‘They were already inside. They turned people who had no reason to hate me into killers. Nothing I cling to is solid. I’m bringing a baby into this world and I don’t know who or what to trust.’

			‘Trust in those you love, and who love you,’ the spymaster replied, his voice unusually emotional. ‘There are more of us than you think.’

			*

			Ril lay on his side, staring into Basia’s face, inches from his own, her breath tingling on his flushed skin. The air was heavy with their sweat and musk. The sheets had been long since tossed aside; their clothing was strewn about the chamber. Their swords were propped against the door, Basia’s artificial lower legs on the floor beside his boots. It had been slightly disorienting the first time, that his lover’s body ended at the knees, but he’d been around her so long it wasn’t worthy of comment. Basia had proved herself entirely whole long since, and all woman much more recently. They’d been here in this dusty room in the unused guest wing all morning, making up for years of lost time.

			He stroked her shoulder and nuzzled her lips, then murmured, ‘So you weren’t a virgin?’

			She lifted an eyebrow. ‘Did you honestly think I would be, darling?’

			He smiled. Basia was the worldliest woman he knew. ‘I just thought I’d’ve known—’

			‘One day, I might even tell you who. So, was my lack of innocence a problem?’

			‘Kore’s Balls, no! Let someone else do the breaking in, I’ve always said, then I’ll do the riding.’ He ran his hand over her pert breasts down to her bony hips. ‘Are you going to be able to carry on as Lyra’s bodyguard?’

			‘What, you think I’ll stab her in the back so I can have you for myself?’

			‘No, of course not! But others might wonder if you’d still be motivated to throw yourself in front of danger for her.’ He sighed. ‘I’m pretty sure Dirklan would take a dim view of it.’

			Basia gave a small shudder. ‘Don’t remind me! Look, it’s my job. I’m a loyal Corani and I’ll still fight for her – and you.’

			He encircled a nipple, still engorged, and licked it. ‘I’ll need to go south soon, to fight the Noories. Will you come? You could ask Dirklan to be reassigned to me.’

			Basia frowned. ‘It’ll only make him suspicious.’

			‘But it’d be worth it, don’t you think?’ He slid his hand over her mound and cupped it, teasing her with his fingers. ‘There’ll just be you and me . . . and a couple of hundred thousand soldiers.’

			She gave a hungry groan, grabbed his shoulder and pulled him atop her. ‘Convince me,’ she whispered, and drew him in for another bout.

			*

			The next morning, after another night alone, Lyra rode the Purple Path, a route specially prepared for the empress to traverse her city. The route had been secured, all other traffic stopped and people cordoned away. A Purple Path had to be organised long before she left the Bastion – it took hours to clear the roads and check anything overlooking the route for dangers, and mage-knights of the Imperial Guard had to be assigned to protect her. It wasn’t done lightly.

			When Lyra arrived in Pallas, she’d naïvely envisaged walking the streets, meeting ordinary people and learning about their lives. Dirklan had laughed. ‘Lyra, you’re Queen of Rondelmar and Empress of Yuros. You don’t go anywhere without giving us days – if not weeks or even months – to prepare. You certainly won’t be disrupting the lives of tens of thousands on a whim. Think of yourself as a travelling circus: we all enjoy them, but there’s a time and place.’

			At the time the jest had delighted her. Later, it felt like another bar on her gilded prison.

			Today the Purple Path ran from the Bastion to the Keepers’ Citadel on Actium’s Hill. ‘Tell me again about the Keepers, Dirklan,’ she asked.

			‘They’re Ascendant-magi, pledged to serve the gnosis.’

			‘Not the empire?’

			‘No, that’s your job – nor do they concern themselves with religion: that’s Grand Prelate Wurther’s problem. They study the gnosis and pass on their discoveries to our Arcanums. They protect the Scytale of Corineus – that’s the artefact used for raising ordinary magi to Ascendants. They keep record of the bloodlines and in some cases, guide dynastic marriages. They also study the enemies of the gnosis – Souldrinkers and the like.’

			‘Including dwymancy?’

			‘Of course. A dwymancer can match a hundred magi or more – from a distance, at least. They’re a dangerous proposition.’

			As far as they knew, Lyra was the only dwymancer to have lived in five hundred years. She suspected she was the only person who’d realised Saint Eloy, the mage-priest credited with the elimination of the dwyma, had in fact preserved it secretly, in the very bosom of the Church – and she’d also begun to suspect that there were other dwymancers out there.

			‘Will the Keepers know what I am just by looking at me?’ she asked.

			‘It’s doubtful. To me, your magical aura is normal, if a little featureless.’

			‘But if they ask me to use the gnosis, I won’t be able to.’

			‘That’s not all that unusual – many mage-women never use their powers, preferring to live normal lives. And demanding that someone prove their gnostic power is considered rude.’

			‘But if they knew what I am, I’d be in trouble, wouldn’t I?’

			‘Yes,’ the spymaster admitted, ‘I fear so. The early magi felt threatened by the dwyma – that’s why they gave it another name: dwyma – “life magic” – sounds beneficent, but pandaemancy means “the power of all daemons”. We always demonise things we can’t understand or control.’

			‘Just as I can’t understand or control it.’

			‘You invoked it and it saved you. For now, that’s enough.’

			‘But surely the Keepers sensed it?’

			‘They probably sensed something – I’m sure every mage in Pallas felt a surge in energies. But did they know what it was? I doubt it. Can they prove your involvement? I doubt it.’

			‘But what if Wurther tells the Keepers about me?’

			‘Then he’d be a fool, because my people tell me Wurther was about to be slain when a light from the cave of Saint Eloy blasted one of those masked assassins from their body. Dominius Wurther is many things, but he values his own skin exceedingly highly. He won’t forget that.’ He winked at her and added, ‘I’ve talked to him about it, and we’re of the same mind. He knows how close we all came to death, and he knows we both face the same enemies.’

			Lyra changed the subject and asked, ‘Did Coramore accept the water I sent this morning?’

			‘She did, and then vomited.’

			Lyra sighed. ‘We’ll keep trying.’ She patted her belly, and the five-month-old child growing inside her. ‘What sort of world am I bringing this child into, Dirklan?’

			‘A dangerous one – but one worth fighting for,’ the spymaster said firmly. ‘One that is all the better with you in it,’ he added. ‘Never doubt that it’s worth the fight, Lyra.’

			‘Is there any news from Pontus?’

			‘Our wind-scouts have seen mounted forces on the Imperial Road. The Eastern windfleet is vast – Milady, I hate to admit it, but I never saw this coming, or the attacks on Reeker Night. It’s my duty to know these things, but I’ve been blindsided at every turn.’

			‘I’m sure no one could have done more than you – you’ve been under-resourced, for a start. We know the state of the Treasury – but I’ll get you more men, more money.’

			‘That’ll be appreciated,’ he admitted, ‘but it takes years to build up an information network. The real issue is that most of the Volsai left Pallas when we Corani arrived; most of the old Imperial Secret Service now serve Garod Sacrecour. For now I must work with what I’ve got.’

			‘Which is?’

			‘A few hundred informants spread over the Great Houses and a few dozen magi. It doesn’t sound like much, but it’s not bad. Spy networks need to be kept tight to be effective. What I lack in numbers, I make up for in knowing that my people belong to me. Garod can’t say the same. He’s more scared of my reach than I am of his.’ He rubbed his chin tiredly. ‘Unfortunately, I lost several of my people in Dupenium during this attempted insurrection.’

			‘Garod knew what was happening, clearly.’

			‘Indeed. Not all our enemies wear gaudy Lantric masks, my Queen.’

			Lyra fought a feeling of helplessness. ‘What can I do, Dirklan? I know I’m pregnant, but there must be something I can do that matters.’

			He studied her with his one good eye and she thought there was pride in it. ‘Milady, on Reeker Night, it wasn’t the magi or knights who saved us – it was you, and the power you possess. Learn it! Some dwymancers wrote about their lives – the Church burns heretical books, but I know where to find copies, if you wish?’

			She pictured herself learning dark secrets by candlelight, like a wicked witch in the Fables she’d so loved growing up . . . the notion was appealing, despite that. But she was also mindful of her pregnancy. ‘Will it be safe for my child to be inside me when I do that?’

			‘I don’t know, Lyra,’ Dirklan admitted. ‘You’re a mystery. By now, a woman pregnant to a mage should be showing signs of what we call “pregnancy manifestation” – that’s when a non-mage bearing a mage-child begins to gain the gnosis herself. Sometimes it’s fleeting, sometimes permanent. You’re showing no such signs, and we have no records that any dwymancer ever bore a mage-child in the past. I don’t know if your child will be mage, dwymancer, both or neither.’ Then he met her eyes and added, ‘But will your child get to have a life at all if you don’t embrace this power you have?’

			Put like that, it wasn’t a choice at all. Feeling a new sense of resolve, she said, ‘Very well, bring me your books.’ I’ll become a dwymancer. Kore, be with me!

			‘One other thing, Lyra,’ Dirklan added, ‘keep your secret close. Ril knows, Basia and Mort also, and Wurther and Wilfort, and Solon Takwyth perhaps. Ostevan clearly experienced something in his chapel. Others may suspect something because of what they saw on Reeker Night – but if anyone outside our immediate circle approaches you about it, be cautious. Draw them out if you dare, but make sure Basia or Mort or I are close by.’ He met her eye. ‘One bite could be all it takes to destroy us, Lyra.’

			With that chilling thought, they finished the journey in silence. Clattering to a halt in a courtyard, he peered through the curtain. ‘We’ve arrived, Lyra. Are you ready for this? The Keepers can be intimidating.’

			‘Of course,’ she said, putting on her ‘Queen’ face.

			‘That’s the spirit. Deny everything – that’s my motto.’

			She allowed Dirklan to help her from the carriage and looked up. Her first sight of their hosts caused her confidence to falter, even though only three of the mysterious order had come out to meet her. There was an intimidating aura to them, in their lined faces, their pallor and dark, centuries-old eyes that weighed and judged silently as she ascended the stairs. Robed in white and gold, with raised cowls, they leaned on long, smooth jet-black staves heeled with heavy hoops of bronze and merely inclined their heads in welcome, the barest acknowledgement.

			The central of the three figures, an androgynous woman with a lined face and short grey hair, spoke first. ‘I am Edetta Keeper, Majesty. Welcome to Actium’s Hill.’

			The experience of holding court before the mage-nobility gave Lyra the presence of mind to push aside her awe and recall her briefing notes: Edetta oversaw the Imperial Beastariums and was suspected of favouring the Sacrecours.

			She and her colleagues led Lyra and Dirklan inside and into a circular auditorium. A long table in the middle of the room was encircled by banks of seats, enough for at least two hundred people, but there were only a dozen anonymously cowled Keepers seated there, in pairs or alone.

			Have they no interest in me? Lyra wondered, surprised at the low attendance.

			Edetta led her to the table and indicated three seats on one side. Neither of the two men already seated rose to greet her. She knew one of them and forgave the omission. Grand Prelate Dominius Wurther was obese; he seldom stood without dire need, and his rank meant he never had to. His jowls wobbled as he gulped a swallow of wine before saying unctuously, ‘Greetings, Majesty. Welcome.’

			‘Good to see you, Dominius,’ Lyra replied warmly.

			The Grand Prelate traditionally had a seat on the Keepers’ Council, as the Gnostic Codes and the Church had overlapping jurisdictions. She’d exchanged messages with Wurther since Reeker Night, but they’d not met in person since.

			At the head of the table, a hawkish-looking man with surprisingly youthful features was studying her. ‘Lord Cardoni?’ Lyra guessed.

			Delmar Cardoni had ascended in 907, one of the most recent magi to be given the ambrosia. The renowned Sacrecour mage-knight had been at his prime some twenty years ago . . . at the time of the 909 massacres.

			‘I am now Delmar Keeper-Prime,’ he replied smoothly.

			She’d momentarily forgotten that it was like joining the Church: a Keeper left their family name behind. But the Cardonis were from Fauvion and closely allied to the Houses of Fasterius and Sacrecour, Lyra’s enemies. Mater-Imperia Lucia Fasterius herself had ratified his ascendancy.

			I’m only surprised she didn’t make her whole damned clan into Ascendants, she thought.

			‘Gendrick is Scribe of the Gnostic Code,’ Edetta said, gesturing at the man on her right as they sat, ‘and Farlan liaises with the Inquisition on heretical magic.’

			Lyra kept her face schooled while greeting the two men, especially Farlan, but neither gave any hint that they knew what she was.

			‘If I may ask, wasn’t the Ordo Costruo renegade Ervyn Naxius given an advisory role in the Imperial Beastariums by our late emperor?’ Dirklan enquired.

			‘For a time – but he’s not been heard of since the untimely fall of Emperor Constant,’ Edetta replied dismissively. ‘It’s presumed he died in 930.’

			‘And the Beastarium adheres strictly to the Gnostic Codes? Naxius wasn’t a great one for rules, I hear?’

			‘He had an advisory role only,’ Edetta said testily. ‘Now, if you don’t mind, we’re here to discuss these so-called “Reeker” attacks, and this unidentified “Masked Cabal”. I understand they’re still unknown and at large?’

			‘At large, yes,’ Lyra put in. ‘Unknown? Well, perhaps – but Duke Garod Sacrecour arrived at my gates the morning after the attack, fully ready to march in and “save the city”. So perhaps he’s acquainted with them?’

			‘He claims his spymaster warned him of an impending coup,’ Delmar replied.

			‘He’s lying,’ Lyra replied. ‘He was here to claim the throne, not save it!’

			‘An unproven supposition, and regardless, it’s outside our ambit. The Keepers don’t involve themselves in politics,’ Edetta said loftily. ‘Our concern is the nature of the attack – and the nature of the defences that thwarted it. From our vantage here, we saw two simultaneous bursts of golden light, one from the Bastion, the other from the Celestium. They were accompanied by a surge of gnostic energy. I presume everyone present saw and felt these phenomena?’

			‘I did indeed see and feel them,’ Grand Prelate Wurther said. ‘Every Reeker present was struck down, including the man in the Lantric mask who led them – Jest.’

			‘Did you identify his body?’ Delmar asked.

			‘Aye. It was a lowly priest, a man called Junius.’ For a moment Wurther looked like he was about to say more, but he didn’t. Lyra knew he fervently believed her confessor, Ostevan, was behind the attack – and she was equally convinced that he was innocent.

			‘What else did you see, Grand Prelate?’ Delmar pressed.

			Wurther glanced at Lyra, but shook his head. ‘Nothing else, Keeper-Prime. I was flat on my back with Jest’s sword tickling my tonsils – not a good vantage, I fear.’

			‘What did those with you see, your Holiness?’ Farlan asked.

			‘I was the only one still alive,’ Wurther replied, shuddering at the memory. ‘My protectors had all perished at that point. I’d been chased to the Winter Tree garden.’

			‘The Shrine to Saint Eloy?’ Delmar and Edetta exchanged looks. ‘Are you saying this was pandaemancy, Grand Prelate?’

			‘I’m not saying anything: I’m just telling you what I saw. It was very confusing, and I was about to die. If I’m not a terribly reliable witness, I’m sorry.’

			Delmar scowled, but he had to accept the grand prelate’s response. That Delmar didn’t seem to know more made Lyra wonder; she’d always believed the Keepers to be all but omniscient. Now she looked at the almost-empty auditorium and thought, Perhaps they’re not snubbing me? Perhaps there’s only these few left? She’d imagined hundreds of them, a mighty power in the realm, but this place felt like the sort of home for the aged many convents maintained.

			Edetta turned to her. ‘From whence did the light appear in the Bastion, Majesty?’

			Lyra answered honestly, because she suspected the whole of the Bastion knew. ‘From the gardens beneath my suite, Keeper-Prime – but precisely where or why, I know not.’

			Do they know I have a cutting from Saint Eloy’s Winter Tree there?

			Delmar frowned. ‘Your garden?’

			Evidently they don’t: good. Lyra sat up, heartened. ‘I’m just grateful that something happened, because all appeared lost, Keeper-Prime. But shouldn’t we be more concerned about the nature of the attackers, not the defences?’

			‘Both matters concern us greatly, Milady. Neither are within our experience.’

			That admission also sounded important. Lyra glanced at Setallius, then said, ‘You’re welcome to send people to examine the site, Keeper-Prime, and I’m sure Grand Prelate Wurther feels the same. We’ll be most interested in what you find.’ When Wurther agreed, she added, ‘I’m told that sustained possession, both solely and en-masse, are impossible? How do you explain the attack we experienced?’

			‘As you know, we have also examined the survivors,’ Delmar answered. ‘Some fusion of disease and mind-control is likely, one feeding the other.’ He shifted uncomfortably, then added, ‘Queen Lyra, I feel compelled to warn you: just as your mother Natia’s life was spared by the Sacrecours at our request, we demand the same for young Coramore and Cordan. These children are of the holy line of Sertain – their lives are under our protection.’

			‘I know that,’ Lyra confirmed, ‘and I’m not the kind of person who murders children.’ She glanced away, peeved by the inference, saw Dirklan throw her a warning look and swallowed her annoyance. Tired of being questioned, she asked another of her own: ‘During the attack, Coramore named the being possessing her as “Abraxas”. Do the Keepers know the name?’

			‘We’ll look into it,’ Delmar answered. ‘You can rely on our aid.’

			‘With respect,’ Lyra answered, feeling the urge to vent some of her own frustrations, ‘I didn’t see any aid from your quarter that night, Keeper-Prime. You say you witnessed the attacks – you must have seen how unnatural they were – and yet you did nothing but watch. What would you have done if they’d succeeded? Taken notes?’

			‘The attacks were over before we could react. Secular matters are not our concern.’

			‘But gnostic security is,’ Wurther grumbled. ‘You failed both the Bastion and the Celestium, Keeper-Prime. As soon as it became apparent that the attackers were using unknown gnosis, you should have intervened.’

			‘That was not apparent to us until afterwards,’ Edetta growled. ‘You have armies to protect you. Don’t make us responsible for your secur­ity. Look to your own.’

			The meeting broke up soon after, as if the Keepers were anxious to hustle these interlopers out of their lives. Lyra walked with Wurther to his carriage, where a handsome young Estellan with swarthy southern features awaited him. He was armed and armoured, wearing a tabard of purple with a gold dagger bisecting the tunic: a knight of the Ponti­fex Guard. He started towards them, but Wurther waved him away.

			‘My new bodyguard,’ he commented. ‘He took the rather eye-rolling name of “Exilium Excelsior” when he joined the Inquisition, would you believe? But unusually, he defected to the Kirkegarde soon after, so there may be hope for him. I’m told his prowess in combat is extraordinary.’ Then he dropped his voice and added, ‘My dear, what I said stands: the Keepers have failed the realm. You saw, didn’t you?’

			‘I saw that they’re all old. No new blood. And there are so few of them! They’re the guardians of the Scytale of Corineus – why aren’t there more of them?’

			‘I believe the answer lies in this question: who are the newest group of Ascendant-magi?’

			‘Do you mean the Merozain Brotherhood, in the East?’ Lyra looked at him in puzzlement, then her mouth dropped open. ‘Are you saying the Keepers have lost the Scytale?’

			Wurther smiled grimly. ‘It’s treason to say so, Milady.’

			‘But the Scytale is vital to the empire!’

			‘Indeed. But there have been no new Keepers since 907. My people now believe it went to Noros, would you believe? And thence, it appears, into the East.’

			She put her hand to her mouth. ‘This invasion! You don’t think—’

			‘Who knows? But there are better places to speculate about such things than the doorsteps of the Keepers.’

			She gave him a fond look: they came into conflict at times, especially over Ostevan, but she had grown to genuinely like Wurther. And a more fanatical man might have denounced her. ‘I’m fortunate to have you as a colleague, Dominius,’ she said. ‘We should talk more.’

			‘We should,’ he agreed cautiously, ‘but I can’t afford to appear a patsy to you in the endless Bastion-versus-Celestium eyeballing contest. So let’s be discreet. I’m reviewing security and greatly limiting those who have access to me, Majesty. I suggest you do the same.’

			Then he dropped his voice and added, ‘I would also ensure Ostevan Comfateri is not one of those allowed access to you.’

			‘I’ll make my own choices about personal contacts, Grand Prelate. See you at the next Royal Council.’ Lyra curtseyed awkwardly, then waddled off to rejoin Setallius for the journey back to the Bastion. She’d escaped the Keepers without giving up her secrets, but Wurther’s revelation about the Scytale had left her feeling even more insecure.

			Dear Kore! As if I didn’t have enough to worry about.

			*

			‘And at the end of the day, we give thanks to Kore,’ the priest intoned, and hearing the familiar ritual words in the mouth of her closest confidante, Lyra felt some of her tension ease.

			‘We give thanks to Kore,’ she echoed, staring up at the icon above the altar, a six-foot icon of the Sacred Heart skewered by the sacred Dagger of Corineus, symbol of divine martyrdom. She and her confessor were alone in the royal chapel, with Basia waiting outside. Surrounded by statues of seraphs gazing heavenwards, it was easy to feel herself enclosed in Kore’s gentle hands. Only the divine is eternal, the little church was telling her. Only your soul matters.

			She gazed up reverently as Ostevan Comfateri placed the rim of the gold chalice against her lips. She sipped the blessed wine, then he dipped his thumb in the krism of ash and oil and made the cross-hilt sign on her brow. ‘Let the Peace of Kore enter thee,’ he said, his voice gentle and soothing. They shared a long look, and she did feel that peace. On a whim she lifted her hands to him after the final blessing and let him draw her to her feet. It wasn’t proper, perhaps, but their relationship ran deeper than protocol.

			Her confessor was everything she thought a priest should be: charismatic, with an intense air about him. Ostevan was handsome too, with wavy dark brown hair and a courtier’s goatee, and he spoke with a commanding, spine-tingling voice. Some of her ladies gossiped that he ignored the strictures of the clergy and took lovers, but Lyra had seen no evidence; she suspected it was just malicious talk. And on Reeker Night, he’d been proven to be loyal. So she had no hesitation in saying, ‘Ostevan, we need to talk.’

			He was all attentiveness, helping seat her on a cushioned pew and sitting as well, not quite touching. ‘Of course, Milady. I’m listening.’

			She’d rehearsed how to begin. ‘Ostevan, I think you know that on Reeker Night a power beyond the gnosis saved us. It’s something you’ve mentioned to me before: dwyma. I know now that I’m a dwymancer, Ostevan – a heretic, under Church Law. But I love Kore and I wish to serve him. I know this places you in an awkward position – can you find it in yourself to help me reconcile these things?’

			She fancied her revelation was not a complete surprise, but he still looked troubled, as well he should be. ‘Milady, dwyma – pandaemancy – died out centuries ago.’

			‘So people say – but I know what I felt, and it wasn’t evil. You said it yourself that day: the power that saved me was benevolent. Dwyma isn’t dead. I’ve felt it in Coraine and in the Shrine to Saint Eloy in the Celestium. I’ve touched it. I’ve been its vessel.’

			Ostevan responded carefully, ‘Majesty, shall we treat this conversation as an Unburdening, so that our words are also protected?’ When she nodded her understanding, he went on, ‘I believe the early Church was wrong to condemn dwyma. They were frightened, and lashed out when they should have embraced the dwymancers and found accord.’

			She felt relief washing over her. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘It’s such a relief to talk about this – especially with you, because you understand the Church.’

			‘My belief is that everything in this world is part of Kore’s plan, and therefore the dwyma is too. You’re Kore’s child, Lyra, and His hand is upon you.’

			‘Thank Kore I have you,’ she exclaimed, seizing his hands, then she blushed and dropped them again. ‘I’m sorry, that was improper.’

			A memory hung in the air between them: of a day three months ago when she’d complained of an injured back and he’d eased it with healing-gnosis. They both knew he could have done anything with her that day, but he’d gone no further than any physician. Yes, boundaries had been overstepped – but in his refusal to take advantage of her naïveté, a new level of trust had also been forged between them.

			‘My Queen, it was nothing,’ he said, but she fancied that he wasn’t unmoved by her. There had been a kind of frisson between them since that day. It troubled her a little, but she also felt flattered that anyone could find her pretty when she was so bloated with child that even Ril was oblivious to her.

			‘How are you bearing up?’ he asked gently.

			She could have dissembled, pretended as she did with everyone else that everything was well – but Ostevan was both friend and confessor, and she badly needed someone to talk to about everything that was troub­ling her. It all came out in a rush: her fears for her unborn child; her worry that she was losing her husband’s heart; that she didn’t know how to be this thing they’d made her: an empress.

			‘Sometimes I feel like I don’t know Ril at all,’ she said sadly. ‘I know he’s fifteen years older than me, but it’s more than that: there’s part of him I can’t ever reach. He talks so easily with his knights, and with Basia, but I feel like an outsider, even after five years.’

			‘It’s 909,’ Ostevan told her. ‘Those who went through the massacre here in Pallas have a special bond; they will always gravitate towards each other.’

			‘They never speak of it, though—’

			‘They don’t have to. They all went through Hel together. The rest is unspoken.’

			She sighed miserably. ‘You’re saying I’ll never be one of them?’

			‘Perhaps not,’ Ostevan replied, ‘but you have your own identity, something they’ve not been through. You, and I, we were both raised in the Church and that also leaves an imprint. If I may say so without being presumptuous, I think it’s part of why you and I have a bond, my Queen.’

			The thought that it wasn’t a fault in her cheered her, although it also left her with an apparently insurmountable barrier to ever winning her husband’s heart. ‘What about you, Ostevan? Where were you in 909?’

			He looked away briefly, visibly composing himself. ‘I was in the Celestium. Those of us allied to the Corani were rounded up and Chained so we couldn’t use our gnosis. We were kept locked up like dogs – we feared execution at any minute. But Dominius Wurther and others secured our release by reminding the Sacrecours that as clergymen, we shed our family ties on entering the Church.’ He looked up and smiled sadly. ‘Dominius and I were friends, once.’

			‘Then you must reconcile,’ Lyra exclaimed.

			The confessor shook his head. ‘I fear he and I will never trust each other again.’

			‘It’s tragic, the way life can divide good people from each other,’ Lyra said. Ostevan looked so morose that she put her hands over his, as if she were the one dispensing comfort. ‘What’s to become of us, Ostevan?’

			‘We’ll put our faith in Kore, knowing he’ll provide.’

			‘But most magi say Kore doesn’t exist – that he’s a lie invented by the Blessed Three Hundred to control the empire.’

			‘My Queen, I am a mage and a priest and I know that’s simply not true.’

			She looked at him. She needed her faith, the rock that had been at the centre of her life until the world took her from her cloister, but questions kept arising. So she asked, ‘Dirklan says the Reekers were possessed by daemons?’

			‘Lyra, even those magi who claim not to believe in Kore still acknow­ledge the existence of daemons. They are spirits who dwell in the aether and prey upon the souls of the dying, especially people of loose morals. But virtuous souls cannot be taken by daemons, Lyra: they fly on and are welcomed by the greatest soul of all – that of Kore, waiting in Paradise.’

			‘But how can there be daemons and no angels?’ she asked plaintively. ‘Where were they? They’re supposed to protect us! Where’s Kore? Why doesn’t He care?’

			‘Of course He cares! But if angels solved all our problems, how would we grow, Lyra? How would we learn right and wrong and become worthy of joining their heavenly host? This life is transitory, and Paradise is for ever. What are a few moments of suffering when so long as we stay true to Kore, eternity awaits?’

			Yes, she thought, we will not suffer for ever! ‘Thank you. I needed to hear that.’

			‘You needed to hear truth,’ he replied, kissing her hands. ‘And that’s why I’m here.’

		

	
		
			2: 
The Domus Pontico

			Solarus Crystals

			Knowing that the forces beneath the oceans were too vast to permit ordinary stone to survive, the Ordo Costruo devised a means of capturing sunlight, the most powerful and consistent source of energy known, using the famed ‘solarus crystal’. Too deadly for personal use, their value lies in being meshed together, when they can turn the sun’s output into gnostic energy to sustain the structure. Unfortunately, the crystals are incredibly difficult to create, and very dangerous to use. Many have tried to use them for smaller tasks – as tools and weapons – but none have found a way of surviving the energies released.

			Pallas Arcanum, 862

			Pontic Sea, Yuros

			Julsep 935

			The wind-dhou that had borne Waqar Mubarak and his companions to Midpoint Tower in the vain pursuit of his mother now took them northwest to join the huge fleets of Keshi windships that were sweeping through the skies. The sight was jaw-dropping – and inspiring. He and his friends didn’t all support the Shihad, but they all felt immense pride in this demonstration of the ingenuity and energy of their people.

			It was also testament to the vision of Rashid Mubarak, Waqar’s uncle and the Sultan of Kesh, the three-quarter-blood mage who’d betrayed the Ordo Costruo and engineered the defeat of the invaders during the Third Crusade. He was a legend already, but assailing Yuros, the home ground of the Western magi, was an even greater deed.

			Whatever else he is, Uncle Rashid works miracles, Waqar thought, staring out at the windships jammed with soldiers and supplies. Jubilant men filled the skies with hymns. But Waqar couldn’t ignore his own grief. My mother died destroying Midpoint Tower, betraying an Order she loved. A group of masked assassins had somehow turned Sakita from a loyal Ordo Costruo mage into a monster – one who could freeze every cloud in the sky and send a giant ball of ice into Midpoint. The same masked men and women had killed Sultan Salim too, clearing Rashid’s path to power, and now they wanted his sister Jehana as well.

			My uncle is working hand in glove with them, he admitted to himself, or he’s one of them.

			They’d come looking for him as well – he and his friends had faced one at Midpoint and had only been able to slay him – ‘Felix’, a man in a cat-mask – thanks to a mysterious spear they’d found in the ruins of the tower. He was pretty sure the cabal hadn’t finished with him, or Jehana, wherever she was.

			‘What next, Waqar?’ asked Fatima, breaking into his worried reverie.

			‘I suppose I must re-join my fleet. I am an admiral, after all . . .’ Rashid had sanctioned his search for his sister, but Waqar wasn’t looking forward to reporting what he’d seen and learned.

			When I tell him, will I see guilt written across his face? And if I do, can I restrain myself from accusing him?

			Tamir, his most perceptive friend, put a hand on his shoulder. ‘What’s important is staying alive, Waqar, for Jehana’s sake. Bide your time until we can unmask these conspirators. When you smoke out a vipers’ nest, you must kill them all at once.’

			‘And we will smoke them out,’ Lukadin added. He was leaning on the spear they’d recovered. He had released its power, killing the masked man Felix, who’d appeared to be indestructible, but wielding the strange weapon had left him severely drained. He still looked sick, but he wouldn’t let the spear from his grasp. ‘If this spear can kill one of them, it can kill them all,’ he said fiercely.

			Even if it kills you too? Waqar wondered.

			‘It’s not a burden you should take on alone,’ big Baneet told Lukadin.

			‘The spear’s mine,’ Luka replied, glaring.

			‘It was recovered from the Ordo Costruo,’ Fatima argued. ‘You’re just holding it—’

			‘If I’m holding it, it’s mine!’

			‘Enough,’ Waqar interrupted. ‘If Lukadin wishes to keep it, it’s his. But for Ahm’s sake, please don’t overuse it, Luka!’ After a moment, he returned to his biggest worry. ‘Where’s my sister?’ he asked aloud, not expecting any real answers.

			‘Maybe that Jhafi spy will find her?’ Baneet suggested, blinking through his puffy left eye. Like all of them, he’d taken a battering from Felix; before Luka had tried the spear they’d all thought they were going to die.

			They all looked eastwards. Tarita, the stroppy young Jhafi woman who’d claimed to represent the Javon crown, had left in a windskiff barely half an hour before the first of the Shihad fleet had caught them up. She was lowborn, but her gnosis was incredibly strong – and Waqar had liked her. Perhaps she could track down Jehana where they’d failed.

			His mother’s final words, whispered in his ear as she died, wouldn’t stop echoing in his brain: ‘You . . . Jehana . . . unique . . .’ And they’d just seen Sakita, risen from the grave and calling down a storm greater than even a hundred magi together could summon. The implication was obvious: he and Jehana had the same potential – but nothing in his training suggested such a thing. He was three-quarter-blooded and a talented mage, but the power his mother had displayed was beyond his imagining.

			‘The Ordo Costruo took Jehana and they’re still hiding her,’ he began.

			Fatima interrupted, ‘Waqar, your most immediate concern is what to tell your uncle.’

			‘I know – and I don’t know what to say,’ he admitted. He’d been shocked when Rashid had allowed him to leave his fleet and go off on a hunt for his sister on the very eve of the launch of the Shihad, but it deepened his suspicion that the man he’d idolised, who’d always treated him as a son, was neck-deep in the murder of Salim and Sakita, his own sister.

			Did he hope I’d lead him straight to Jehana . . . so he can use her as he used my mother?

			Somehow he had to conceal all his fears and suspicions when he next met the piercing eyes of Sultan Rashid Mubarak.

			*

			By the time Waqar’s battered wind-dhou touched down outside Pontus a few hours later, the crew were exhausted, even with Fatima helping the pilot, sharing Air-gnosis to keep the vessel flying. As they landed in a sea of windcraft they saw one collision and a dozen near-misses – but despite the mayhem in the skies, an air of celebration reigned. The city of Pontus lacked anything in the way of fortification – because no one assailed the Rondian Empire – and now it was shrouded in smoke, most of it streaming from the tall spires of the Kore churches.

			On the ground it was just as chaotic. Each hazarabam had been spread over dozens of windships and they were all trying to find each other and set up camp while their unit commanders argued over room, supplies and water. Adding to the sense of the surreal were the many ships containing camels and elephants, all snorting and harrumphing as they disembarked.

			Waqar was still trying to work out where he should seek Rashid when a slender shaven-skulled man in the red feydez hat of a court eunuch hurried up. He had pale skin – and as the man prostrated himself, Waqar realised with a shock that he was wearing a periapt.

			He’s a mage? Dear Ahm, who would castrate a mage when we’ve been trying to breed as many as we can!

			‘Great Prince, I’m Chanadhan, a court-kalfas of the Al-Norushan,’ he said in a piping voice. ‘The sultan bids you attend him as soon as possible.’ The scribe looked very young, but he was confident in his bearing. He wore the sunrise insignia of Al-Norushan, the ‘New Dawn’ order of magi comprised of many former Hadishah mage-assassins, supposedly now dedicated to peace.

			‘Of course,’ Waqar answered, as Lukadin and Baneet wrinkled their noses in distaste at the eunuch. Waqar looked at Tamir nervously, but Rashid was a challenge he must face alone.

			Chanadhan led him towards the city, through the maze of hulls, ropes and milling soldiers. The cacophony was such that they couldn’t converse until they’d escaped the landing site. They climbed a gentle slope to the city walls and walked alongside a road jammed with wagons full of plunder.

			‘How did you come to be a kalfas?’ Waqar asked.

			‘By accident, my Prince. In military training, when I was eight, my testicles were ruptured and became infected. They were removed to prevent the infection killing me.’ Chanadhan’s voice was sad, but not self-pitying. ‘A place was found for me in the bureaucracy.’

			‘It must be awful,’ Waqar said, thoughtlessly.

			‘Is it? I don’t know, Great Prince. One knows only what one experiences; the rest is hearsay. This is my first role out of the Elimadrasa and already I have exchanged words with the Great Sultan. I’m honoured to serve as Ahm wills.’

			Waqar suspected the mage-college system must have been awful for a castrated boy, but Chanadhan appeared to be at peace with his life.

			They were admitted into the city – and found far worse within than outside. The streets were flooded with Keshi soldiers busy smashing their way through every door with loud enthusiasm and dragging out any Yurosi they found hiding. The noise was deafening: Yurosi women screaming, men shouting, cries of triumph, fear and pain. Waqar had seen the aftermath of sackings in the East; knowing this was revenge didn’t make it any more pleasant.

			They crossed a square where groups of half-naked white women were being herded towards the roads. It was clear most of them had already been raped. Corpses were piled up in alleys like refuse, and newly made slaves laboured to keep the arterial routes flowing. Godspeakers were blessing the flames consuming a church while inside, the congregation screamed in terror and agony; any who tried to escape were shot by archers. The air was filled with smoke and the noxious reek of blood and death.

			The Shihad looked a lot like the Crusades.

			Is this truly justice, Great Ahm?

			Chanadhan led Waqar unerringly through the din to a white-walled complex patrolled by soldiers of the Sultan’s Guard; now Waqar began to recognise officers and nobles. Chanadhan gestured towards the building. ‘My prince, this is Domus Pontico.’

			‘The Ordo Costruo’s Pontus headquarters?’ Waqar looked up at the towers. Most were now blackened, and there was smoke lingering in the air. ‘Was there fighting here?’

			‘No, just Rondian magi burning their administrative records before fleeing. However, the libraries were left intact.’

			Someone might know where Jehana is. ‘Were prisoners taken?’ he asked.

			‘I don’t know, my Prince. This way, please.’ Chanadhan led him through a doorway with a bridge sigil, the emblem of the Ordo Costruo, carved into the lintel. They crossed an entrance hall and entered a long room dominated by a rosewood table big enough to seat forty. More than a hundred Keshi noblemen, all in glittering, bejewelled armour, were backslapping and crowing, but Waqar ignored them and looked around. The ceiling was a series of domes, each elaborately painted; the walls were of white marble inset with wooden panelling. At the far end, the late afternoon sun was streaming through a dome of glass, illuminating one man.

			Sultan Rashid Mubarak I, 19th Emir of Halli’kut, Victor of the Third Crusade and ruler of Ahmedhassa, had his back to the room as he stood looking out over the captured city.

			Waqar barely noticed Chanadhan slip away as another official scurried up. ‘The Great Sultan will see you now,’ he said.

			The entire room stopped to watch him approach. Of course his cousins, brutish Attam and crafty Xoredh, were among the self-congratulatory gathering, determined to be present at this historic moment – but neither of them were standing with their father.

			He’s making all his generals wait while he speaks with me, Waqar realised as he strode through the room, his boots echoing. When he reached the entrance to the glass dome, he sank gracefully to his knees and placed his forehead to the marble, letting the coolness of the stone seep into his skull.

			It was fully a minute before Rashid spoke. ‘Nephew, join me.’

			Nephew. So they would be speaking as family. He joined his uncle at the window overlooking the fallen city. Pontus was spacious; he had been told it only ever filled up during the Moontide, when the Leviathan Bridge was open.

			‘Congratulations, Uncle,’ Waqar said first, devoutly hoping he sounded suitably impressed. ‘This is a stunning victory.’

			Rashid’s vivid green eyes lit with ironic amusement. ‘So I’m told, but in truth, there’s been little resistance. Between Moontides there’s only one legion stationed in the region: in a fortress north of here, where they watch the Sydians. We’ve trapped them already.’

			‘And this is the Ordo Costruo’s palace?’

			‘Ai: the famous Collegiate, where they feel free to criticise the teachings of both Kore and Ahm from a safe distance.’ The sultan smiled. ‘No one can hide from Truth for ever.’

			Or you, Waqar thought. ‘Were any of the magi taken?’ he asked.

			‘In true scholarly style, many refused to leave their research, but as most of those are in their dotage, they’ll be of little use in the breeding-houses. Of the rest, those who hadn’t had the sense to flee west have locked themselves in Northpoint Tower.’

			‘Is the Bridge irrevocably destroyed, Uncle?’ Waqar asked. Whatever was left of his mother’s soul would be devastated if it was.

			‘It’s too soon to say. If the invasion goes well, I’ll permit them to repair it – it will be useful as a supply-line come next Moontide. But if we’re checked, I’ll assail the remaining towers and bring them crashing down. In any event, I need not decide immediately.’

			Waqar wondered what the Ordo Costruo and their Merozain allies would do next. Would the plight of the Bridge keep them out of the game, or would they seek revenge?

			But Rashid’s quicksilver mind had already moved on. ‘Tell me, Nephew, were you able to find Jehana?’

			Waqar mustered his concentration; they might not have drawn scimi­tars, but this would be a duel. ‘Uncle, we couldn’t find her.’

			Rashid turned to face him. His expression was neutral. ‘I allowed you to abandon your post on the eve of the most important military action of my reign. What happened? Did your Javonesi spy prove untrustworthy?’

			‘No, Uncle, but we were countered – by the masked ones who slew Salim. I think they too are hunting Jehana.’

			Rashid pursed his lips. ‘Why would they do that?’

			‘Why would they kill my mother?’ Waqar countered daringly, pushing the law of harbadab somewhat, when uncles stood higher than nephews.

			‘I know not,’ Rashid said after a heartbeat, letting it pass. ‘So, tell me everything.’

			Being trapped in Rashid’s emerald stare was like being a hopper-mouse before a cobra, but Waqar had rehearsed his words carefully. ‘We arrived in Hebusalim and met with the Javonesi spy. She had been assailed by one of the masks – Heartface – but managed to elude her.’

			‘Then she is talented, this spy. What was her name again?’

			‘Tarita, of Ja’afar.’

			‘Javon is small, but they have some resource. Did she mention her master’s name?’

			‘She called him “Qasr”, but I don’t know if that’s his true name.’ The word meant ‘hawk’. He’d met Qasr in Sagostabad, but he needed not mention that. ‘He didn’t join us. Tarita managed to do some clever scrying which led us to believe Jehana might be right here, in Pontus, so we followed the line of the Bridge.’ Admitting they’d actually been tracking his supposedly dead mother could lead the conversation into dangerous places; this was a safer version of events.

			‘Indeed? And what did you see?’

			‘A sudden storm and a vast explosion – Uncle, it was truly huge! Then we saw the broken tower. We moored ourselves to it – we wanted to see if there were survivors – but the seas were flowing in, flooding what was left, so we left again.’

			And if you know different, he thought, then you’re definitely in league with the Masks.

			As uncle and nephew regarded each other in silence for a few seconds, Waqar tried to keep his face expressionless, while trying to penetrate Rashid’s gaze.

			How do I read that flicker of the eye, the faint lift of the eyelid, that tiny shift in his stance?

			Rashid turned back to the windows. ‘Where is this spy, Tarita? I wish to question her.’

			‘I believe she’s back in Javon.’

			‘You let her go?’

			‘She was never my prisoner, and I deemed her more useful in the field.’

			‘Useful for whom? What binds her to you?’

			‘I’m a Prince of Kesh,’ he said. ‘She has a price.’

			In truth, there had been several reasons to let her go, not least that she was Merozain and beyond his powers to compel – although revealing that to Rashid would certainly prejudice the sultan against her. Regardless, Waqar didn’t want her interrogated by Rashid’s people. She’d promised to find Jehana, and he believed she would.

			There was another reason: he liked Tarita, though sentiment should have no place in such decisions. He admired her perky determination, her swiftness of thought – and her smile.

			‘I hadn’t thought you so manipulative, Nephew,’ Rashid observed.

			‘I’m learning. Court life does that,’ Waqar replied wryly.

			‘Then well played,’ the sultan said. ‘The lowborn are venal by nature and that can be exploited. Only those who understand wealth are free of its lure.’

			Or those whose every desire has been spoon-fed to them from birth? Waqar thought ironically. I’m not convinced, Uncle: I’ve found the greediest to be those who are already obscenely rich.

			Rashid went on, ‘My sister was a special woman, Nephew – not just as a mage, or as a noblewoman of the highest rank. Do you know of what I speak?’

			Waqar remembered the massive ice-ball that had slammed into Midpoint, and his mother’s face as it had been in his final gnostic vision of her: not dead, but young and alive – and as implacable as a serpent sculpted in steel. But that was a memory Rashid didn’t know he had.

			‘She was my mother,’ he replied. ‘That’s all I know.’

			‘She was much more than that, Waqar,’ Rashid replied. ‘I didn’t understand that for a long time. She and I were born to different women of our father’s harem. Her mother was a Vereloni mage-woman who’d never learned the gnosis; Sakita was her only child. I grew up in Halli’kut, but your mother was taken in by the Ordo Costruo at a very young age and we seldom spoke after that. She had more loyalty to the Ordo Costruo than to her own people.’ His voice made it clear that this was an irredeemable crime.

			‘She loved us, nevertheless,’ Waqar said; the harbadab permitted him to defend her memory.

			Rashid waved away his objection. ‘Of course – but her higher love was to her order. Even when I joined the Ordo Costruo myself and became a trusted member, I wasn’t privy to what she and her husband were doing. But I now believe that Antonin Meiros was seeking to unlock some great power in her: yes, he who so decried the breeding-houses may well have been doing something similar himself. You and Jehana were the result of an arranged marriage – a specially arranged marriage.’

			Waqar didn’t have to feign shock. ‘But Mother never told me of this!’

			‘Surely there were hints?’ Rashid probed. ‘Think, Nephew! Did Jehana say anything? Could it be something handed down the female side? Because if these masked assassins took an interest in your mother, surely they will seek your sister . . . and you.’

			‘There were no hints, Uncle – truly, I am as mystified as you.’

			‘Then I fear for you both.’ The sultan’s voice was heavy. ‘I’ll make enquiries. If we’re fortunate, she’s inside Northpoint Tower and I can negotiate her freedom. But Waqar, we must also now consider the possibility that you too have a hidden power. If it can serve the Shihad, then we owe it to our soldiers to unlock it.’ He waited as Waqar bowed his head in acceptance, then added, ‘Either way, others will take up the hunt for your sister.’

			Waqar had been hoping he’d be tasked with looking for Jehana, but he knew better than to protest. ‘Of course, Uncle – I place myself at your disposal.’ Then, his voice carefully pitched to show a hint of boyish amazement, he asked, ‘Uncle, how did you bring down Mid­point Tower?’

			This time it was Rashid who hesitated, although if Waqar hadn’t been watching for it, he’d have missed it. ‘I had a person on the inside – a convert, someone who hid their loyalties for decades, awaiting just such an opportunity. They disrupted the solarus crystals and caused an explosion, sacrificing themselves for the Shihad.’

			Waqar gaped, knowing this to be a total lie – but that was fine, because it was the expected reaction. ‘Then that person is a hero!’ he managed to exclaim. ‘Who was it – do I know them?’

			Rashid shook his head. ‘They still have family within the Ordo Costruo, so the secret is not yet mine to reveal.’

			‘Then I’ll pray for their soul!’ Waqar said fervently, his mind racing. But now was not the time for speculation. ‘Uncle, do you wish me to take control of my windfleet once more?’

			‘No, Nephew, I have a new assignment for you. The air is a new front in this war and we require new weapons.’ He looked at Waqar the way he used to when he was just ‘Uncle Rashid’ giving his beloved nephew a gift. ‘Do you know what I’m talking about?’

			‘No, Uncle.’ He was genuinely mystified.

			‘Then I won’t spoil the surprise. You’ll learn soon enough. Someone will collect you – your friends may join you. Be prepared to learn – and indeed, to be amazed.’

			The interview was over. Waqar bowed and backed off, then turned and hurried away. He barely noticed the eyes of the high and mighty trailing him.

			He lied to me about how the tower fell – which means he does know what they did to Mother! His stomach was roiling. So I’m right: he’s either working with the Masked Ones, or he’s one of them. Ahm protect me . . .

			*

			Waqar’s progress through the chaos of the landing site hadn’t gone unnoticed; most of those who saw him would have dearly wished to catch his eye – but one man had crouched and hidden as the young prince passed.

			That man was Latif, an archer with Piru-Satabam III, the third elephant contingent. The unit was smaller than a traditional hazarabam of a thousand men; it comprised just forty elephants with a hundred and twenty riders, and twice as many labourers to support them.

			Latif hid because he knew Waqar Mubarak; he had spoken with him a few days before Sultan Salim was murdered. He knew young Chanadhan, the mage-kalfas, too – but that was when he’d been one of Sultan Salim’s impersonators. To reveal himself now would be to risk death: there was no place for the impersonators of murdered rulers.

			I’m just a soldier, he reminded himself. Nothing more.

			So he busied himself doing the bidding of his new master, Ashmak, a scar-faced Keshi mage-warrior, who had command – and the power of life and death – over the elephant Rani, her keeper Sanjeep and him. He trudged on, hauling the handcart full of feed to the elephant pens. He still marvelled at the amount Rani could eat each day – four to five times the weight of a man, and even more if they had to travel far. Right now, that feed was readily available, flown in from grain silos in western Dhassa, but he wondered how long that would last as the war progressed and supply-lines became stretched. Keshi war-tales often told of mounted soldiers being forced to eat their beloved mounts. It would break old Sanjeep’s heart if they were reduced to eating Rani; he’d reared his giant beast from birth.

			Ahm willing, it won’t come to that.

			He found Sanjeep washing Rani as she drank placidly from the water trench they’d had to dig the previous day, alongside four other beasts. Their metal-tipped tusks were wrapped in cloth and their howdahs were stacked nearby.

			‘Where have you been, Latif?’ Sanjeep called in Lakh. ‘You’ve been hours!’

			‘You think it’s easy?’ Latif panted, in the same tongue. As ‘Salim’, he’d had to be fluent in many languages from the East and West. He dragged his barrow to the edge of the trench and tipped it up. ‘All the elephant-ships landed north of the city – but some matachod sent all the feed-transporters to the south side! Damned fools.’ He patted Rani, who stroked him with her trunk, then picked up a massive sheath of grain stalks and devoured them. She looked so gentle, he could barely imagine her in battle.

			‘Ai, it’s a damned mess,’ Sanjeep agreed. ‘But think of it: we’re standing on Yurosi soil! What a thing to tell our children, eh?’

			‘You have no children,’ Latif snorted, ‘and neither do I.’ Not any more . . .

			‘Ah, but once we get our hands on some nice white-skinned yoni, we’ll fatten her up, eh!’ Sanjeep was in good spirits: Rani had stayed calm for the entire journey, despite being penned in the hold of a windship for almost three days. ‘Ashmak says each hazarabam will have its own string of whores. They’ve taken thousands in the city, he says.’

			‘What, we’re going to drag Rondian women into our beds? We’ll end up with our throats slit!’

			‘But soldiers need whores, eh? Otherwise they drink and brawl.’

			‘They’ll do that anyway.’ Latif had seen soldiers on campaign.

			‘That is truth.’ Sanjeep took a swig from his flask, then offered it to Latif, who shook his head. Sanjeep’s fenni was the closest thing to poison he’d ever drunk.

			Latif had no intention of using the unit’s whores, no matter what they looked like. He was still mourning his wife. So it was with little interest that he watched a dozen women being herded into their camp. Many were taller than the Easterners around them, with white skin and pale hair, but there were others little different to their own Eastern women. What unified them was their glassy-eyed disbelief and palpable fear. They’d all been weeping, and most had torn dresses and bruised faces and limbs.

			For a minute, everyone stared. Then Hazarapati Selmir strode into their midst. Latif faded into the background; he’d known the commander too, during his life as an impersonator, and was anxious to avoid him. ‘Hear me,’ the hazarapati shouted, ‘these are the women assigned to Piru-Satabam III! No other chotia can touch them – no one, not even the Sultan Himself! But they aren’t free, hear me? The army paid out for them, and you’ll pay them off. The quartermaster will post the rates. Any man taking a free fuck will be flogged! Now, get back to work!’

			Within a few days, almost everyone had spent most of their money on the women, while Latif sat on his coin and brooded. Rashid Mubarak became sultan when my master was murdered. Who commits a murder? Nine times out of ten, it is he who benefits from it most . . .

			Gold could purchase much more than whores: maybe even an assassin who could penetrate the sultan’s court.

			*

			The day of the invasion, Jehana Mubarak was buried deep underground in the Domus Pontico archives and barely heard the warning bells. When she wasn’t in lectures, an anonymous figure in a bekira-shroud completing her final year as a student, she was down here in mouldering scrolls, trying to unlock her mother’s legacy.

			Her brother Waqar had no idea what he’d turned down when he’d chosen Rashid and court life over the Ordo Costruo – not only would he have been tutored by master magi, but he’d have learned what he truly was: one of only two people left alive of the handful raised by the Ordo Costruo to be both mage and dwymancer. But he’d chosen Rashid’s court, despite their mother’s repeated pleas. Perhaps if she’d been free to tell Waqar the truth, he might have been swayed – but that was too dangerous; he’d had to join of his own free will, and he hadn’t.

			Now Mother was dead – murdered – and Jehana had been moved into hiding. And even here wasn’t safe: when the bells rang out, she knew they were summoning her.

			‘Are those the alarm bells, child?’ called old Magister Olbedyn, shuffling blindly along the aisles full of old manuscripts and scrolls. ‘Can you help me?’

			Olbedyn, a full Rondian by blood, was descended of the original Builder-magi who’d founded the order. He was all but blind from age; she wondered if he even knew she was Keshi. The order was mixed race, but those of Eastern blood usually dwelt in Hebusalim.

			‘Come, Magister, this way,’ she said, forcing herself to walk slowly for him, although she wanted to run as fast as she could. Other bodies detached from the shadowy aisles, bobbing mage-lights preceding them as they funnelled towards the stairs. Most wore the pale blue robes of the order; those clad in green were sentinels, their battle-magi. One of those, Sentinel Levana, a tough-looking woman with closely cropped dark hair, was hurrying towards them now.

			‘Hurry, Magister – that’s the “imminent threat” pattern,’ Levana said, in her deep voice. ‘Stay with him, girl.’

			That Jehana was a princess and a Mubarak was something these people were determined to ignore. At home, even a noble could be flogged for omitting her title, but here, she wasn’t ‘princess’, just ‘girl’.

			Together they helped the old man up into the atrium of the Archive, where Magister Hillarie, a prim blonde woman in her forties, intercepted them. ‘Student Mubarak, Sentinel Levana, come with me.’

			‘There’s an alarm ringing, Magister,’ Levana said tersely. The gulf between scholar and battle-mage was a wide one in the order; it prided itself on being a meritocracy of intellect.

			‘Which is why this student must come with me,’ Hillarie replied. ‘Student Durara will aid Magister Olbedyn. Come!’ She bustled off, moving so quickly that Jehana and Levana had to trot to keep up. When she ushered them into the map room, Jehana was alarmed to find a dozen of the most senior scholars and sentinels present, attending upon Magister Vernou, the Arcanum Vice-Chancellor and second-ranked mage of the order’s Pontus chapter.

			‘Princess Jehana, welcome,’ Magister Vernou said. His voice sounded strained. ‘Fellow scholars, sentinels: the Chancellor is preparing to address everyone in the great hall, but he’s asked me to convene this meeting and get things underway.’ His face grave, he announced, ‘Overnight, Rashid Mubarak launched a thousand windships across the Pontic Sea. He preceded his attack by severely damaging Midpoint Tower, where Arch-Magus Rene Cardien died. Magister Odessa D’Ark has assumed control in Hebusalim.’

			Stunned gasps and cries of grief echoed through the room; even Jehana put her hand to her heart in shock, feeling as if a long-armed afreet had just reached across the sea to seize her. Uncle Rashid, what have you done?

			Every face turned towards her and one of the scholar-magi voices exclaimed, ‘Are we bitten by those we hold to our breast?’ Jehana recognised the quote, from a popular play – these scholars couldn’t help themselves, even in a crisis.

			Chancellor Vernou made a dismissive gesture. ‘Princess Jehana’s mother Sakita was slain by assassins and the princess is here for her own protection. She was as ignorant of this assault as the rest of us. Nevertheless, her position here must be considered. The sultan has demanded our surrender. He promised our complete safety – as long as we hand over Jehana to him.’

			‘Then that’s what we must do,’ Hillarie sniffed. ‘Our order comes first.’

			Hand me over to Uncle Rashid . . . ? Jehana felt a sudden sense of panic. Her mother had rejected Rashid’s demands that she serve the Shihad – they had quarrelled bitterly over their divided loyalties. If Rashid claimed her, he would make her serve him in any way she could.

			I won’t do that.

			‘But what of the Bridge?’ someone asked, and for the moment the discussion left her. Jehana shrank against the wall as details emerged: in the early evening of the previous night, Midpoint Tower had been assailed by windships; there had been a cataclysmic explosion in the tower.

			‘Cut to the heart, Vernou,’ Loric, an engineer-mage, growled. ‘Can the Bridge hold?’

			‘Yes, Loric, the Bridge can hold – in theory. Midpoint needs immediate repairs, and all four peripheral towers will need to increase their energy feeds. Hebusalim is already flying in a support, but the problem is access. Right now, the Shihad control the air over the Pontic Sea.’

			‘What’s Rashid’s goal?’ someone asked, and everyone looked suspiciously at Jehana again. Rashid Mubarak had once been a trusted member of the Ordo Costruo himself – until he betrayed the order which had nurtured and taught him.

			‘His message speaks of “holy war” against the Rondian Empire. He claims he brought down the tower to prevent us from “aiding our Imperial overlords” and destroying his windfleet.’

			‘The empire isn’t our overlord!’ several magi called out.

			‘That’s not how the Keshi see it,’ Levana grunted. ‘Can we use Jehana as leverage?’

			‘My uncle doesn’t care about me except as a pawn in his games,’ Jehana snapped. She fervently hoped her brother Waqar remembered their familial love.

			‘Nevertheless, he’s demanded that she’s handed over,’ Hillarie said. ‘Why shouldn’t we?’

			You don’t know what I am, Jehana thought.

			But Vernou evidently did know. ‘That’s out of the question,’ he said briskly. ‘We look after our own. The chancellor is ordering a withdrawal to our havens in Verelon, but that’s imperial territory, where Princess Jehana would face incarceration. The chancellor has given me responsibility for her safety.’ He looked around the room, then said, ‘Ladies, gentlemen, give me ten minutes to resolve this matter. When I return, I want to hear your evacuation plan.’

			Vernou signed for Levana and Jehana to follow and led them to another room where he first turned to the sentinel. ‘Levana, you were assigned to protect Jehana. I’d like you to continue that role, if you would?’

			‘Of course,’ Levana responded, ‘but where should I take her? The wilds of the northeast?’

			‘I’ve a better idea: Sunset Isle.’ When Levana looked surprised, Vernou went on, ‘It’s out of the way, and unexpected. If you go in secret, no one will know she’s there. There’s enough sea around it to prevent scrying, not to mention the wards on the tower itself. And it has a solarus cluster, so it’s defendable, even against a windfleet.’

			Being locked up for who knew how long on a rock in the middle of the ocean? That sounded ghastly – but Jehana’s opinion wasn’t invited, and regardless, she couldn’t think of a better alternative. In the East, the first person who recognised her would hand her over to Rashid’s people, and in the West she’d be treated as an enemy. The wilds sounded even worse.

			When Levana agreed, Vernou went on, ‘We’re preparing windships to send supplies and resources to the towers. Magister Hillarie has been assigned to Sunset Isle and you’ll both join her at the last moment. You must leave in two hours, before we’re cut off by the Keshi windfleet. Tell no one where you’re going.’

			‘Yes, Magister.’ Levana paused, then added, ‘We should still send another ship more openly to the northeast, with someone dressed as Jehana aboard. Have them create a false trail.’

			‘Good thinking, Levana. I’ll see to it.’ Vernou turned to Jehana. ‘Princess, we will protect you, I swear.’

			You’ll try, Jehana thought, but you’re up against Uncle Rashid. In the end, he always wins.

			As Vernou turned to leave, Levana blurted, ‘How did it come to this, Chancellor? Have we been sleeping? The Bridge is everything to our order!’

			‘We’re still trying to understand,’ Vernou admitted. ‘But the Merozains have pledged aid, and our chapter in Hebusalim hasn’t – yet – been assailed. We’ll do all we can to save the Bridge.’

			*

			Two hours later, a small, anonymous windsloop left behind the chaotic bustle of other vessels being laden with as much of the order’s research and treasures as they could carry. It rose into the air and swept away on a northern trajectory – they’d change course once out of sight.

			‘Will they get it all away?’ Jehana asked, watching the frantic activity fade into the distance.

			Levana sighed. ‘I doubt we have the windship capacity to remove more than a tenth of our records. Most of our older magi have elected to stay, to try to protect the records from wanton pillaging – and to plead with Rashid to keep the Arcanum and Collegiate intact.’

			The Ordo Costruo set so much store in knowledge that they’re prepared to risk death or incarceration rather than abandon their work . . .

			Most of those aboard the sloop were openly weeping as the craft turned its prow towards the south, but Levana, solid as a tree-trunk, was glowering as she laced her wrist-braces and flexed tattooed biceps. ‘Has anyone tried to scry you since this began?’ she asked Jehana.

			Jehana had been fending off attempts to find her for the last hour. ‘They’re trying right now.’

			‘Then get below and sit by the keel,’ Levana told her. ‘The energy concentration will distort your aura.’

			Jehana did as she was told, conscious that everyone bristled whenever they looked at her. She barely knew any of them, but her life was now in their hands. How many would rather just pitch me overboard? she wondered, trying to pretend she wasn’t terrified.

		

	
		
			3: 
After the Storm

			Dwyma

			Of the handful of variants to the gnosis that emerged among the survivors of the Ascendancy of Corineus, the most troubling was dwyma. The wielder of such ‘magic’, rather than drawing on power native to their body, drew on residual energies present in nature, so they had both a far greater reserve of power, but also far less control. Indeed some form of consent appears to have been required from a ‘guardian spirit’ before a dwymancer could draw on that power.

			Some dwymancers went mad. The rest were persecuted to death within a few decades.

			Ordo Costruo Arcanum, Hebusalim, 887

			Feher Szarvasfeld, Mollachia

			Julsep 935

			‘Lad, it’s the strangest battlefield I’ve ever walked,’ Dragan Zhagy murmured in Kyrik Sarkany’s ear.

			Kyrik couldn’t claim to have seen many battlefields, but he knew what Dragan meant. This was more like the aftermath of a blizzard. If you didn’t peer too hard into the ice, all you saw were the trees and bushes below the surface; you could pretend this was a frozen lake, broken only by a few tree-tops.

			But it was summer, they were below the snowline and the ‘frozen lake’ sat atop a cliff. Not all those dark shapes below were foliage, either: there were hundreds of men down there, who’d been encased by ice in seconds.

			My brother did this . . . My little brother, who can’t even use the gnosis . . .

			‘What have our scouts found, Gazda?’ Kyrik asked.

			‘More than half the Delestre legion lie dead below this ice,’ Dragan replied. His title, Gazda, signified his rank as head of the Vitezai Sarkanum, a clandestine group of Mollach freedom fighters. ‘The rest are in Hegikaro, Ujtabor and Banezust – fewer than two thousand men, split over three camps. Governor Inoxion’s legion of Imperial Guard are in the lower valley, in Lapisz, Gazdakap and Revgatra. They’re intact: five thousand men, fifteen magi.’

			‘What about Robear and Sacrista Delestre?’

			Dragan jabbed a finger downwards. ‘Robear the Red is under ice, but our scouts saw Sacrista stagger into Inoxion’s camp at Revgatra yesterday.’

			‘Sacrista is ten times the soldier her brother was,’ Kyrik muttered. He’d barely survived when they’d crossed blades during the storm. Her gnosis was stronger, but swordsmanship mattered just as much in a duel and she’d been the best he’d ever faced. ‘What of our own situation?’

			‘Thanks to Valdyr, we’ve lost only a few dozen of the Vitezai, and as many of the Sydians,’ Dragan replied. He peered sourly down into the ravine below, where their unlikely allies, Clan Vlpa, were massing. ‘We’ve five thousand men all told, but if we could free Hegikaro, several thousand townsfolk could be brought to arms.’

			‘No, the Sydians need to join the rest of their clan and get their horses to pasture – they must continue their journey down the Magas River and into the Domhalott. This place is a wasteland now and they desperately need feed.’

			‘Ysh, but we’ve another battle to fight – we may not get a better chance to strike, lad.’

			‘We need to recover first – we were almost destroyed here, trapped below the cliffs. Even Valdyr doesn’t seem to know what he did, or if he can do it again.’

			They both turned to study Kyrik’s younger brother, dark-haired where Kyrik was blond and introverted where Kyrik was open. His expression was giving away little. The brothers had spent half their lives in Kesh as prisoners of war, but they’d had very different experiences in the East: Kyrik had been taken under the wing of Godspeaker Paruq Rakinissi, a good man who’d un-Chained his gnosis and shown him the peaceful Ja’arathi version of Amteh. But Valdyr had been tortured, scarred physically and mentally, abused in the inhuman breeding-houses of the Hadishah and barred from his gnosis so long he’d not been able to unlock it since.

			When they’d at last returned to Mollachia, they’d found their parents dead and their kingdom in thrall to the Delestre family, imperially appointed tax-farmers. The Delestre siblings had locked the brothers up, thrown away the keys and left them to starve to death; they were only free thanks to Dragan and the Vitezai Sarkanum.

			‘Sacrista had me at sword-point,’ Kyrik admitted. ‘Then the ice-storm struck . . . But how?’

			‘Perhaps you should just ask Valdyr?’ Dragan suggested.

			I wish it were that easy, Kyrik thought, but Dragan was right: he had to try. He patted Dragan’s shoulder, muttered, ‘Wish me luck!’ and went to join his brother at the cliff-top.

			‘Val. How are you this morning?’

			Valdyr flinched. ‘I’m fine. How does Hajya fare? Will she keep her right hand?’ He gestured around and added, ‘I’m amazed she survived.’

			Kyrik’s Sydian wife Hajya had been wounded and thrown from the cliff-tops, only surviving through her gnosis. ‘She’s recovering, thank Kore,’ Kyrik replied. ‘She has her fellow Sfera to aid her, and she’s strong-willed.’

			Valdyr laughed dryly at that. ‘Ysh, she is that.’

			A few days ago, he’d not have had a kind word to say for her, Kyrik reflected. Whatever happened, it’s softened his views on the Sydians.

			The awkward conversation skidded to a halt as they both stared down at the milling horses and riders on the banks of the river below. The Vlpa had been camped there since the battle and the air now had a dung-fire pungency, but they were heading downstream tomorrow, seeking the Domhalott, where Kyrik had promised them land.

			‘Dragan wants us to keep attacking,’ Kyrik said after a pregnant pause, ‘but the Vlpa need pasture as a priority. We’re not provisioned for more than a few days’ ride, and Hegikaro is fifty miles from here as the crow flies – that’s assuming we can pick a path through the ice.’

			They both turned and squinted at the sheet-ice now covering the upper reaches of Feher Szarvasfeld. The name meant ‘White Stag Land’, and Kyrik had seen Valdyr and those with him riding white stags that night.

			There’s no use skirting around the question, he decided. ‘Val, what happened that night?’

			His younger brother, taller than him by an inch, and broader too, for all Kyrik was a big man, shrank into himself, and his reply was hesitant. ‘I was with Dragan’s men on the lower slopes of Watcher’s Peak. The Delestre rode past us, cutting us off with no way to warn you of their arrival – then a white stag came . . . It wanted me to follow – I don’t know how I knew that – but I did, right up Watcher’s Peak.’

			Watcher’s Peak was the legendary mountain where the hero Zlateyr had built a stronghold, and died. Why it had a Rondian name was just part of its mystery. ‘Did Dragan go with you?’

			‘He tried, but the stag went swiftly and I couldn’t wait. When I got to the old fortress, Zlateyr himself was there, with his sister Luhti, his son Eyrik and the shaman Sidorzi.’

			Kyrik raised his eyebrows. ‘You saw ghosts?’

			‘I don’t know – they felt as real as you and me. They fed me the meat of the stag . . . and then we rode to war – the storm broke over us and the stags we were riding swept down the slopes, and suddenly we were here.’

			‘I saw them.’ Kyrik placed a hand on his forearm. ‘I saw you.’

			‘Brother, you were right,’ Valdyr breathed, ‘Zlateyr really was Sydian, just like your Vlpa friends – he told me so himself. They’re blood of our blood. I doubted you, and I hated your Vlpa. But you were right and I was wrong.’

			Kyrik couldn’t imagine what that had cost his brother, who equated all dark-skinned people with those who’d so abused him in Ahmedhassa. He put his arm around Valdyr’s shoulder and said simply, ‘Val, I’m proud of you.’

			For a moment they embraced, then pulled apart awkwardly.

			‘You’ve not heard the rest,’ Valdyr said. ‘They told me I have something called “dwyma” – and that I can draw energy from something called the Elétfa, the Tree of Life. That storm? It came from the Elétfa.’

			Kyrik had never been much of a scholar but he remembered a little from his time at the Arcanum. ‘Dwyma’s a dead heresy – I’m sure our tutors said it no longer existed.’

			‘Your tutors were wrong. Zlateyr said it unifies all living things. You know I’m a true follower of Kore – I never broke faith in all my years in Kesh. I’m not a heretic.’

			‘Then perhaps it’s wrong to call it a heresy,’ Kyrik suggested. ‘What’s a “heresy” anyway? A law made up by a group of priests.’

			‘Men guided by Kore!’

			‘No, fallible men who died centuries ago. I trust you over them.’
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