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There are five distinct peoples inhabiting the Star Continent. Three are descended from apes, one from reptiles, and one from amphibians. Their evolutionary trajectories have converged, and all five are clearly ‘humanoid’, though physical differences remain.

1. The Holdings
 – the closest to our own world’s Homo sapiens
. Excepting the one in ten of the population with mage powers, they are completely human. The Holdings sub-continent drifted south from the equator, and the people that inhabit the Realm are dark-skinned as a consequence. They are shorter than the Kellach Brigdomin, but taller than the Rakanese.

2. The Rakanese
 – descended from amphibians, but appear human, except for the fact that they have slightly larger eyes, and are generally shorter than Holdings people. They are descendants of a far larger population that once covered a vast area, and consequently their skin-colour ranges from pale to dark. Mothers gestate their young for only four months, before giving birth in warm spawn-pools, where the infants swim and feed for a further five months. A dozen are born in an average spawning.

3. The Rahain
 – descended from reptiles. Appear human, except for two differences. Firstly, their eyes have vertical pupils, and are often coloured yellow or green, and, secondly, their tongues have a vestigial fork or cleft at their tip. Their heights are comparable to the Holdings and the Sanang. Skin-colour tends to be pale, as the majority are cavern-dwellers. Their skin retains a slight appearance of scales, and they have no fingerprints. They are the furthest from our world’s humans.

4. The Kellach Brigdomin
 – descended from apes, and very similar to the Holdings, they are the second closest to our world’s humans. Their distinguishing traits are height (they are the tallest of the five peoples), pale skin (their sub-continent drifted north from a much colder region), and immunity to most diseases, toxins and illnesses. They are also marked by the fact that mothers give birth to twins in the majority of cases.

5. The Sanang
 – descended from apes, but evolved in the forest, rather than on the open plains that produced the Holdings. As a consequence, their upper arms and shoulders are wider and stronger than those of people from the Holdings or Rahain. They are pale-skinned, their sub-continent having arrived from colder climates in the south, and they occupy the same range of heights as the Holdings and Rahain. The males bear some traits of earlier Homo sapiens
, such as a sloping forehead and a strong jaw-line, but the brains of the Sanang are as advanced as those of the other four peoples of the continent.
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Chapter 1



Lucid









P

lateau City, The Plateau – 2
nd
 Day, Last Third Summer 506


‘She has the eyes of a killer,’ whispered Kalayne to the baby in the pram. ‘Fast and lean. Look at her go. Punching that leather bag like it was a nasty priest come to take you away.’

Daphne paused for a moment, the sweat rolling off her dark skin. She kept her bound right fist raised, her left arm ensconced within its protective Rahain armour, as the huge bag spun in the air before her. She summoned a thread of battle-vision, and as it surged through her she unleashed a powerful blow, battering the punch bag and splitting the leather down the middle; its innards bursting out in a cloud of sawdust.

The baby laughed, a throaty gurgle.

‘Show off,’ Kalayne said.

Daphne picked up a towel from a rack against the wall of her basement gymnasium and wiped her face.

‘Feels good to be fit again,’ she said. ‘It’s been a year since I could move this fast.’

‘Well I don’t like it,’ the white-haired old Kellach said.

‘You preferred me out of shape?
’

Kalayne frowned. ‘I’m too conflicted with mother feelings to think about you in a carnal manner.’

‘That’s good to know.’

He watched her as she picked up a jug of water and poured herself a drink.

‘A fit Daphne is a Daphne able to journey to Rahain,’ he said.

‘You going to miss me?’

‘No,’ he shrugged. ‘To be frank, you’re not ready. There is still much I need to teach you…’

Daphne snorted. ‘No, there isn’t. You showed me pretty much everything in the first couple of thirds after you arrived. Since then, you’ve just been recycling the lessons.’

The old man’s pale cheeks flushed.

‘Nonsense.’

Daphne smiled. The baby raised her arms, and Daphne leant over and picked her up.

‘I think there might be someone else your uncle’s going to miss,’ she said to the infant.

‘I’m not her bloody uncle,’ Kalayne muttered, looking away. ‘I don’t even like children.’

‘She can tell when you’re lying, you know,’ Daphne said, gazing into her daughter’s eyes.

‘I’ve changed my mind,’ the old man scowled. ‘I’ll be happy to see you go. As soon as possible. Immediately, in fact.’

The door opened.

‘I thought you’d be down here,’ Celine said, her summer dress flowing in the breeze from the corridor. ‘Looking good, sister.’

‘Maybe you should come down here more often,’ Kalayne grinned. ‘I’d like to see you work up a sweat.’

Celine rolled her eyes.

‘You get a letter from home this morning?’ she asked Daphne.

‘From father,’ she nodded.

‘Well?’ Celine said. ‘Is he coming?
’

Daphne shook her head. ‘Mother’s too ill. The estate needs him there. He asked me to go north again, travel to Hold Fast.’

‘It’s funny,’ Kalayne smirked, ‘how your mother is always sick when your father is due to leave.’

‘Don’t start, old man,’ Celine snapped. ‘Don’t listen to him Daphne. He knows your weak spots.’

Daphne frowned.

‘It makes no difference,’ she said after a while. ‘I don’t have time to visit the old realm. It’d be winter by the time I got back, and then I’d have to wait until next spring for a boat to Rainsby. I told Killop to stay in Rahain, and I’ve kept him waiting long enough.’

She sat down by a small table, and lit a cigarette, balancing the baby on her knee.

‘I wish you wouldn’t go,’ Celine said, sitting next to her. ‘Could you not stay until Karalyn is at least one, or see if Killop could move up here?’

‘You won’t be evicted Celine,’ Daphne sighed. ‘We’ve been over this.’

‘Your family are not going to keep paying the enormous rent on this place just for me,’ Celine said.

‘At worst we’ll lay off a few servants and rent out a couple of floors, but the Holdfasts will want to keep their presence in the capital.’

Celine shook her head. ‘If you say so.’

‘Where’s Bedig?’ Kalayne asked.

‘How should I know?’ Celine replied.

‘He’s at the Kellach market,’ Daphne said.

Celine nodded. ‘Booze run.’

She glanced at Kalayne, and the old man smirked.

Daphne frowned. ‘Is there something I should know?’

‘Poor Celine was wondering,’ Kalayne said, ‘how she’ll get her hands on a drink once you and Bedig have departed for Rahain.’

‘I was not,’ Celine said.

‘You could always come with us,’ Daphne said. ‘Vince is posted somewhere in Rahain with the alliance forces. I could help you find him.
’

Celine looked away. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Is everything all right between you and Vince?’

‘I have no idea,’ Celine snorted. ‘He hasn’t written to me in thirds.’

‘Then you can ask him to his face.’

Celine looked down, her eyes in shadow. ‘Maybe.’

Kalayne chuckled.

Celine scowled at him. ‘Anyway,’ she said, turning to Daphne, ‘shouldn’t you be getting ready?’

Daphne sighed. ‘I suppose so. I’ve been waiting a long time for this meeting, and now I just want to get it over with.’

‘I wish I could be there,’ Kalayne muttered.

‘Me too,’ Daphne said, ‘but you’ll have to stay hidden while they’re here. We can’t risk them finding out about your mage powers.’

‘Foolish girl,’ Kalayne cried. ‘Now I’ll have to fix Celine’s memory again.’

‘Oops,’ Daphne said. ‘Sorry.’

‘What?’ said Celine.

Kalayne raised his hand towards the young Holdings woman, and stared into her eyes. She blinked, and nearly fell off the chair.

‘All done,’ Kalayne said. ‘Nothing in there that will cause any suspicions.’

Celine gazed around. ‘I feel a bit dizzy. What were we talking about?’

‘The visit from the priests,’ Daphne said. ‘We need to get ready to greet them when they arrive.’

‘Oh yes,’ Celine said.

Daphne stood, and placed Karalyn into the pram, pulling a cover over her legs.

‘Could you watch her while I get washed and changed?’ she said. ‘Bring her to the blue room about ten minutes after our guests get here.’

Celine nodded, her eyes still blinking.

Daphne went upstairs to her rooms, and took a cool shower. The heat of the summer hung over the city like a humid shroud, stifling the air in the streets, and sending the upper classes out onto their sea-facing balconies each evening. The loud call of gulls came through her 
open window, as they swooped over the ships gathered outside the busy harbour. The sea was glassy still, and the sails of the great galleys hung limp as they waited to enter the city’s port.

She was buckling on her arm-guard when a bell rang through the townhouse. She pulled on the rest of her clothes, and tied her hair back.

There was a knock at her door.

‘Ma’am?’ her housekeeper said, opening the door. ‘Our guests have arrived. I had them shown to the blue room as you requested.’

‘Thank you,’ Daphne said. ‘How many came?’

‘Two, ma’am.’

Daphne nodded. ‘I’ll be down in a moment. Please see that they’re offered refreshments.’

The housekeeper nodded, and backed out of the room.

Daphne stared at her reflection in the long mirror, Kalayne’s training echoing through her mind.

She smartened the front of her tunic, and made her way down to the first floor of the townhouse. The blue room was a small, informal study, with a few chairs by a long bookcase. Sat on the chairs were two men, who got to their feet as Daphne entered.

‘Welcome to my home,’ she said.

‘Good morning, Miss Holdfast,’ the older man said. ‘I am Father Hattin, and my companion is Deacon Fields.’

The younger man bowed, while the priest held Daphne’s gaze.

She felt it, just as Kalayne had shown her how. Knowing what to look for was the key, and Daphne could feel the strand of inner-vision coming from the priest. Sensing it made it easy to block or push aside, but Daphne allowed the priest to see a certain part of her mind that she had prepared with the old Kellach’s assistance. All the priest would see there was calm, friendly and unthreatening.

Father Hattin looked away, and Daphne smiled.

‘Please sit,’ she said. ‘I trust tea has been offered.’

‘Indeed it has, miss,’ Hattin said. ‘And coffee, much to my delight.’

‘The peace brought by the Blessed Emperor has allowed such luxuries to reach us again,’ Daphne said
.

‘Truly his Imperial Majesty is guided by the Creator,’ Deacon Fields said.

‘Truly,’ nodded Daphne as they sat.

‘Do you mind if I smoke?’ Hattin said, drawing a cigarette case from his robes.

‘Please, feel free,’ Daphne said.

He offered the case to Daphne, and she took one.

‘We were hoping, miss,’ he said as he lit a match, ‘to see your daughter, if that’s possible.’

She drew on the cigarette. ‘Really? And why would that be?’

‘A formality,’ Hattin said, his eyes narrow, ‘to dispel some silly rumours. It won’t take a moment.’

‘You want to see if she has two heads?’

Hattin and Fields shared a glance.

‘My sister-in-law will be bringing her along shortly,’ Daphne said. ‘You can see for yourself.’

Hattin nodded. ‘Thank you.’

Deacon Fields shifted in his seat. ‘We haven’t seen you, miss, at any of the holy day services, or at the imperial celebrations.’

‘That’s right,’ she said.

‘May I ask why?’

‘The death threats, mostly.’

There was a knock at the door as Fields opened his mouth to reply, and a servant wheeled in a tea trolley. The deacon sat back and folded his arms.

The servant poured tea and coffee and left a dish of delicate cakes on the table.

Deacon Fields leaned forward as soon as the servant had left.

‘It’s true that many in the church harbour ill feelings towards you,’ he said. ‘You’re a powerful mage, and yet the Creator has seemingly rejected you. By not publicly avowing your faith and obedience you are only harming your own cause.’

Daphne laughed. ‘The One True Path say they will string me up if 
they catch me and the church does nothing to rein them in. You think attending services will make them like me?’

‘The Lord Vicar himself has told the One True Path to leave you be,’ said Father Hattin, munching on a cake.

‘Please tell Lord Arnault I appreciate that, but I’ll stay indoors if it’s all the same.’

‘People are wondering what you’re up to in here,’ the priest said. ‘Wondering what you’re hiding.’

‘Giving gossips something to talk about has long been a talent of mine.’

‘And what are your plans, miss?’ he asked.

‘None of your business,’ she said, ‘but nothing that will cause harm to the empire, or the church.’

Hattin gazed into her eyes, and she felt his presence again.

He glanced over to Deacon Fields, and nodded.

The door opened again and Celine came in, carrying Karalyn in her arms. Daphne suppressed a smile as she noticed the priest stare into Celine’s eyes for a moment.

‘Missus Holdfast,’ Hattin said, while he and Fields bowed.

Celine passed the baby to Daphne, who sent calming thoughts into her daughter’s mind. Karalyn glanced up from Daphne’s knee at the two men, who turned their attention to her.

Deacon Fields squinted. ‘Our records show that this child is not yet seven thirds old.’

‘That’s right,’ Daphne said. ‘She was born on the seventh day of the second third of winter.’

‘She looks to be twice that age,’ Fields said.

‘I assure you she is not.’

‘Can she speak?’

‘Of course not,’ Daphne said.

‘She looks old enough.’

‘I’m told that Kellach babies grow a lot faster than ours,’ Daphne said. ‘She must have got that from her father.’

‘She looks Holdings in every other respect,’ Hattin said
.

‘And only one head.’

‘Quite.’

She felt a surge of vision from the priest envelop Karalyn, and bit her lip. She put on her old mask of confidence as she strained her powers to shield her daughter’s secrets from the priest. This was the first time that the vision wall she had built around Karalyn had been put to the test, but after a moment she knew she was more powerful than Hattin. She led his senses to a warm, gentle, innocent place she had prepared, and he relaxed.

‘A most beautiful girl,’ he said. ‘She does you proud Miss Holdfast.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Well?’ Fields said to his partner.

‘Nothing to worry about here,’ Hattin said.

The deacon nodded. ‘Then we’ve got what we came for.’ He stood.

Hattin sighed, put down his half-eaten cake, and got to his feet.

‘Thank you for your time, Miss Holdfast,’ said Deacon Fields.

‘And for the coffee,’ Father Hattin smiled.

Celine rang a bell, and a servant arrived to escort the two church agents out.

‘That went well,’ she said. ‘The deacon was a bit creepy.’

‘I’ve met worse,’ said Daphne.

She picked up a cake, remembered why she was training so hard, and put it back onto the plate.

‘Celine,’ she said, lighting a cigarette while shifting Karalyn onto her other knee, ‘could you please fetch Kalayne? And dig out a bottle of something, I could do with a drink.’
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From above, the city looked peaceful. The seven stars glowed bright in the night sky, but were dwarfed by the light from the great capital of the empire, its streetlamps and houselights creating a vast bubble of illumination. To the south and west, the Inner Sea glistened in reflected radiance, while a hum of sound came from the people still up at that late 
hour. Most houses were shrouded in darkness as the majority of the city slept, and in her own room by the seawall, she too slept, her unconscious form snoring on her bed, ten feet from Karalyn’s crib.

Daphne gazed at her daughter, the webs of protection she and Kalayne had spun around her glowing like silver threads. If anyone used vision powers, they too shone out to her. She would often hone in on someone using inner-vision, and once she had seen Rijon, busy in the service of the church, interrogating Rahain mages captured during the war. She had watched as he had entered their minds, oblivious to her presence.

Kalayne had also taught her how to master her dreams, control them, use them to learn what was happening, and yet awake the next morning refreshed and rested. Lucid dreaming he called it, and Daphne had taken to it like an eager child. With practice, she was sometimes able to take control of her dreams for as long as an hour, and combine her own vision skills. Gazing down upon the city had become her favourite starting position, a way to clear her thoughts and protect her child, should any mage-priest attempt to gain access to her mind while they slept.

That night, she half-expected someone from the church to try. Father Hattin had seemed convinced, but the deacon had been harder to read.

A voice pierced through her senses, and she felt herself pulled back to her body in a rush.

‘Daphne, wake up!’

She groaned and opened her eyes. A lamp had been lit in her room, and she squinted at the person standing over her.

‘Shella?’

‘About time,’ her friend said. ‘I thought I was going to have to slap you.’

‘Is it morning?’

‘Nope. Middle of the fucking night.’

Daphne sat up. She glanced over at the crib, and saw Karalyn still sleeping
.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘We need to talk. Grab a housecoat and come on.’

‘Shhh,’ Daphne whispered. ‘If you wake her, you’re putting her back down again.’

Shella raised an eyebrow and held out a thin robe.

The Holdings woman drew back her light summer blanket, slipped on her sandals and pulled the robe over her shoulders. Shella crept to the door, and they went outside onto the balcony. A servant was waiting there, rubbing sleep from his eyes.

‘Ma’am, your Highness,’ he nodded to the two women.

‘Bring us something cold to drink,’ Shella said.

The servant bowed and left.

Daphne and Shella sat at the little table by the iron railings overlooking the calm sea. The lightest of breezes was coming off the face of the water, and Daphne savoured it.

‘It’s so damn hot,’ she said.

‘Surely it’s hotter in the Holdings?’ Shella said.

‘During the day it is,’ Daphne said, ‘but it’s much cooler at night. And it’s never as humid as this.’

The servant came back out and set down a large jug of lemonade and a pair of tall glasses.

‘Will you be requiring anything else, ma’am?’

‘No, no,’ Daphne said. ‘Please, go back to bed.’

The servant bowed again, and left the balcony, closing the door behind him.

Shella plucked a couple of smokesticks from an inside pocket, and lit them.

‘Keenweed,’ she said, passing one to Daphne.

‘Thanks.’

Daphne inhaled, and all thoughts of bed and sleep fled from her. Her senses sharpened, and she took in the sights and sounds of the sea before her.

‘I had a visitor,’ Shella said.

‘Oh?
’

‘Yeah. One of Arnault’s lackeys.’

‘The Lord Vicar sending you secret messages of love?’

‘Ha!’ Shella snorted. ‘No, the message was for you.’

‘One that couldn’t wait for morning?’

‘The church have been holding meetings all night, talking about you,’ Shella said, flicking ash over the balcony. ‘Apparently, there are a few who believe you used arcane mage powers to bewitch the agents they sent over to interview you yesterday. Deacon Yosin said that proved you were an enemy of the church and the creator, and is demanding your immediate arrest.’

‘Deacon Yosin is an idiot,’ Daphne said.

‘For sure, but he controls those clowns in the One True Path.’

Daphne shrugged.

‘And more importantly,’ Shella went on, ‘he managed to persuade enough of the high church to agree that you should be brought in for more questioning.’

Daphne shook her head in anger.

‘They’re planning to arrest you at dawn,’ Shella said. ‘Arnault sent his messenger to ask me to warn you.’

‘Since when does the Lord Vicar care what happens to me?’

‘I’m not sure he does, Daffers,’ Shella smirked. ‘I think he’s worried that the cavalry posted at your front door will take it badly if the church send wardens to arrest you. I think he’d rather avoid blood in the streets.’

‘He wants me to leave?’

‘Yeah. He says if you go now, he’ll void the arrest warrant, and no one will come after you.’

‘No one officially, at any rate.’

Shella shrugged. ‘I don’t want you to go, Daffers, but I think he’s right. Look, you were planning on going within a third anyway, so what if you have to move it forward a bit.’

‘It’ll look like I’m running away.’

‘When did you start caring what people thought of you?’

Daphne frowned, then leaned back and pulled a thin cord 
protruding from the wall. Moments later the servant walked back out onto the balcony.

‘I thought I told you to go to bed,’ Daphne said. ‘Anyway, I’m glad you’re still up. Could you please go to Bedig’s room and awaken him, then bring him here.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ he bowed, and left.

‘Is your carriage outside?’ she asked Shella.

‘Of course, did you think I walked here?’

‘Can you take us to the harbour? I’d like to slip away without too much fuss.’

‘How long will you take to get ready?’

‘I travel light,’ Daphne said, ‘but Karalyn will need several trunks’ worth of things. Nappies, bottles, clothes…’

‘You’re aristocracy for fuck’s sake,’ Shella said. ‘Take a few servants.’

‘No,’ Daphne said. ‘Just me, Karalyn and Bedig. I don’t want any attention.’

As Shella tutted, the door to the balcony opened.

‘Ma’am,’ the servant said. ‘I’m afraid Bedig is not in his room.’

‘Strange,’ Daphne said, ‘he was here for dinner. Did he go out afterwards?’

She saw Shella catch the servant’s glance for a second.

‘What’s going on?’

‘Oh Daffers,’ Shella said, ‘can you really be the only person who doesn’t know?’

‘Know what?’

Shella nodded at the servant. ‘Check Miss Celine’s room.’

‘At once, your Highness,’ the servant replied, and backed out of the door.

Daphne stared at Shella, her eyes simmering.

The Rakanese woman looked away, smoking her keenweed.

‘How long?’ Daphne said.

‘A couple of thirds, I think.’

‘They’ve betrayed my brother,’ Daphne said. ‘The family. Me.
’

‘Don’t over-react,’ Shella said. ‘Didn’t you tell me that Killop was seeing someone when you slept with him?’

‘So you’re saying that Celine and Bedig are destined to be together forever?’

Shella chuckled. ‘Okay, probably not.’

The door opened and a dishevelled Bedig came out barefoot onto the balcony.

‘Miss,’ he said.

‘Bedig.’

‘You’re in big trouble, boy,’ Shella smirked.

‘Wait, I can explain…’ Bedig blurted out.

‘I don’t want to hear it,’ Daphne said. ‘Go to your room and gather your things. We’re leaving tonight.’

‘Tonight?’

‘If you’re still intending to come with me to Rahain that is,’ Daphne said. ‘If you haven’t decided to stay.’

‘But why tonight?’

‘Because,’ said Shella, ‘the church are planning on arresting Miss Daphne Holdfast at dawn.’

‘Ah,’ he said. He looked out over the sea in silence for a moment, his long red hair flowing by his waist. His face crossed with emotion and he nodded.

‘Aye, miss,’ he said, turning. ‘I’ll be ready to go in an hour.’

Daphne watched as he left the balcony. The servant continued to stand by the doorway.

‘Summon the household,’ Daphne said to him. ‘Quietly. Have them gather in the dining-room and I’ll be down in ten minutes.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

Daphne and Shella sat for a long moment, alone in the silent night air.

‘Don’t be too hard on the great oaf,’ Shella said. ‘He was bored, and she was lonely and pissed off about not hearing from Vince…’

‘That doesn’t make it right.’

Shella shrugged. ‘I’m just saying.
’

Daphne stood.

‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Let’s wake Kalayne and tell him the news.’

Shella rolled her eyes.
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The first faint glimmers of dawn were appearing over the eastern horizon as the small party gathered on the stone quay, a galley tied alongside. Sailors scrambled over the tall rigging, preparing the vessel for departure.

Kalayne squatted next to the others, holding Karalyn on his knee, whispering to the sleepy-eyed infant. Celine was weeping, and Bedig moped nearby, unable to look at her.

‘Celine,’ Daphne said. ‘You’re mistress of the house now, bearer of the Holdfast name in the city. I know you won’t let the family down.’

‘I’ll do my best, sister,’ Celine said, her eyes red.

They embraced, then Daphne turned to Shella.

‘I wish I was coming with you,’ Shella said. ‘I’m sick of being a princess.’

‘We’ll be travelling for a couple of thirds. You’d hate it.’

Daphne heard the clank of armour, and saw a troop of cavalry approach.

‘Here,’ said Shella, passing Daphne a small leather pouch. ‘Something for the trip.’

Daphne smiled and slid the pouch into her tunic as an officer stepped up next to her.

‘Miss Holdfast.’

‘Captain Suthers,’ Daphne nodded.

‘I have troops stationed at the approaches to the harbour, ma’am,’ the officer said. ‘If any agents from the church come, we’ll delay them until your ship has sailed.’

‘Thank you, Captain,’ Daphne said, ‘for all your help while I’ve been here.’

‘You’ll always be cavalry to us, ma’am. Have a safe journey.
’

As the officer withdrew, Kalayne stood, the baby in his arms.

He passed her to Daphne.

‘She is everything,’ he said, staring at her.

‘Then why aren’t you coming with us?’

The old man shook his head. ‘It’s all going to shit, and it’ll start here. I need to stay, to figure out what the Creator is planning, and to stop it if I can. It’s enough for me to know that the wee one is going to be safe.’

He glared at Daphne. ‘Keep her safe.’

Before Daphne could respond, Kalayne turned to Bedig.

‘And you, ya annoying wee ginger bastard,’ Kalayne snarled, his eyes bulging, ‘keep them both safe.’

‘Aye,’ Bedig said.

Kalayne spat. ‘Well, fuck off then.’ He turned on his feet and strode across the quay towards the city.

‘He stole my line,’ Shella muttered as they watched him go.

A sailor called down from the ship.

Daphne nodded, and she, Karalyn and Bedig ascended the gangplank up to the wide wooden deck.

‘Good morning, miss,’ a Rahain sailor said. ‘Your luggage has been put in the aft cabins on the lower deck, shall I show you there?’

‘Not yet, thank you,’ she said, turning her eyes towards the city, and the small group of friends on the quayside.

Bedig stood by her, and Karalyn dozed, as Rakanese dock workers loosened the great ropes that held the ship to the quay. Two vast sails were unfurled and, within moments, the galley began to pull away from the dockside.

The sun split the sky as the ship sailed from the harbour, and the silver dome of the Emperor’s palace shone like a beacon. Gulls called and circled overhead, and the galley banked and tilted as it reached the open sea.

Bedig glanced at her. ‘About Celine, miss…’

‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ Daphne said, keeping her gaze on the great city they were leaving behind. ‘Let’s move on.’
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Shella groaned as the curtains covering the huge bay windows were pulled open, allowing the morning light to flood her princess-sized bedroom.

‘Must you fucking do that, Daly?’ she muttered, burying her head into a thick pillow.

‘My apologies, your Highness,’ her secretary said, ‘but morning is upon us, and you have a full schedule today.’

Shella opened her eyes, bleary from lack of sleep. Two hours had passed since she had returned from seeing Daphne off at the harbour. She reached over to her bedside table and lit a cigarette, smiling as Daly’s nose wrinkled in disgust.

The old Rakanese man left the room for a moment, and came back in carrying a tray.

‘Breakfast, your Highness,’ he said, laying it down on the cotton sheets in front of her.

‘You know you’re the only Rakanese who calls me that?’

Daly stiffened. ‘I am merely using your correct appellation, your Highness, as ordained by law.’

‘Yeah, but no one else can bring themselves to say it.
’

‘Is it your wish that the staff be disciplined, your Highness?’

Shella sat up, frowning. The Rakanese employees of the embassy in Plateau City already disliked her, and she could imagine the looks of disdain that would result if she tried to enforce the use of her royal title.

‘No.’

‘Very well, your Highness. Shall I go through today’s diary appointments?’

She picked up a tiny cup containing a shot of strong black Sanang coffee and downed it.

‘Go for it.’

Daly produced a notebook from within his robes and opened it. He cleared his throat as Shella picked at the sliced fruit on the plate before her.

‘This morning, your Highness,’ he began, ‘a delegation from the Rakanese Dockers’ Guild are here to petition you about their working conditions and pay, then before lunch you are to meet with representatives of a Holdings trading consortium who wish to set up a mercantile mission in Arakhanah City.’

‘Oh yeah?’ Shella said. ‘What are they selling?’

‘Tobacco, your Highness.’

‘They’ll make a fortune.’

‘No doubt, your Highness.’

Shella stubbed out her cigarette.

‘Shall I continue, your Highness?’

Shella lay back and closed her eyes. ‘Sure.’

‘Over lunch there is the usual correspondence to answer, then you will be attending the official opening of the Rakanese community centre in the Old Town, with a drinks reception afterwards.’

She cocked open an eye. ‘Booze?’

‘I’m afraid not, your Highness,’ Daly said. ‘The Imperial Board of Standards refused permission for an alcohol license.’

‘Fucksake,’ Shella muttered. ‘Yet the Kellach are permitted to drink themselves into oblivion.’

‘Quite, your Highness. Your carriage will then take you back into the 
New Town, where you will be attending a dinner party hosted by Lord Holder Styre to celebrate the marriage of his youngest daughter.’

‘I don’t remember accepting any invitation. Do I have to go?’

‘It would look discourteous, your Highness, were you not to attend. However, if you are adamant, then I can prepare some suitable excuse.’

‘No, I’ll go.’

Daly bowed. ‘The Dockers’ Guild are due here in thirty minutes, your Highness. I shall leave you to get ready.’

Shella watched as the old embassy official left her bedchamber.

A wave of self-pity washed through her.

Why did none of the staff like her? Her brother seemed to get on fine with them. Those working in the embassy were leftovers from the previous ambassador, and she wished she could sack them all and hire afresh, rather than put up with their gossip and hateful glances. And now with Daphne, her only friend, having left the city, she felt truly alone, trapped in a job she hated amid a culture of petty rules and restrictions that were grinding her down.

She belonged nowhere, she realised. She no longer felt part of Arakhanah, but knew she would never be accepted into the Holdings elite. A colourful but unimportant minor royal on the fringes of polite society.

She slid off the enormous bed, and reached under the bedside cabinet, feeling for where she hid her weed. She took a stick of keenweed from a pouch and lit it, striding across the marble floor to a window, which she opened wide. She guessed the staff knew she smoked the banned narcotics, but didn’t want to make it too obvious.

The drugs cleared her head, giving her the false feeling of wakefulness that she knew she would pay for later. She went to her dressing table, and sat. The reflection in the mirror glared back at her. There were dark rings under her eyes that she would need to cover up, and her hair was a disaster.

She sighed. Another day to get through.
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‘Why do you always wear black, Shella?’ said Sami, as they walked towards the reception hall. ‘Makes you look miserable.’

‘Shut up, Sami.’

‘Feeling a bit rough are you?’ her brother went on. ‘Out last night?’

‘Was seeing Daphne off at the harbour.’

‘She’s gone?’

‘With the dawn wind.’

‘Shit,’ he said. ‘Wait till the One True Path find out. They’ll have a fit.’

A servant opened the door to the hall and they entered. Daly was the only person waiting in the grand chamber.

‘Where are the Dockers?’ Shella asked.

Daly approached. ‘I’ve had to cancel their appointment, your Highness. Your entire day has been cleared.’

‘Should I be happy,’ Shella said, ‘or has something even more tedious come up?’

‘The Emperor has summoned you, your Highness. You are to go to the palace immediately, and wait upon his Imperial Majesty’s pleasure.’

‘Fucking great,’ Shella sighed. ‘Another day of hanging around with desperate sycophants.’

‘Your carriage is waiting for you outside, your Highness.’

She glanced at her brother. ‘You coming, Sami?’

‘No way, sis,’ he said. ‘I’ve got stuff to do.’

‘You mean you’re going to get drunk all day?’

Sami grinned, and slipped out of the room.

‘I preferred you when you were sick,’ Shella called after him. ‘Should never have let that fucking Sanang mage heal you.’

Daly coughed. ‘Shall we, your Highness?’

She turned back to her secretary.

‘Yeah, let’s go see old Guilliam.’

Daly accompanied Shella into the ornate ambassadorial carriage, along with Jayki, who was in his embassy guard’s uniform. Horses pulled them through the wide, paved streets of the capital, where large tenements and townhouses lined the main boulevards. Many areas of 
the New Town were still under construction, but the pace of building work was rapid, and more houses and shops were being put up each day. The palace was almost complete, with only one wing still under heavy scaffolding. Its great dome shone in the morning light, its surface gilt with silver mined in the Holdings, hammered into thin plate by the best metalworkers in the empire.

They pulled into the main palace courtyard, the steel gates swinging shut behind them.

An imperial courtier opened the side door, and Daly stepped out first, then offered a hand to Shella as she descended the steps.

‘Greetings, your Royal Excellency,’ the courtier said, bowing. ‘His Imperial Majesty has requested that you be escorted to the Hunting Room, and there await his pleasure.’

Shella nodded.

The three Rakanese followed the courtier into the palace through one of the lesser entrances, and were taken down long marble corridors to a modest chamber, decorated with the heads of various wild beasts slain by the imperial household.

‘Refreshments have been laid out for you, your Royal Excellency,’ the courtier said, pointing to a table filled with food and drink. ‘Someone will be along when his Imperial Majesty is ready to receive you.’

‘Thank you,’ Daly said, as the courtier left.

Shella tutted. ‘Why does it feel like I’m here for a telling off? I don’t remember doing anything that bad recently.’

Daly went over to the table and began pouring tea, while Jayki sat down by the door.

Shella lit a cigarette, and gazed up at the stuffed animal heads adorning the walls. Most were unfamiliar to her, outlandish beasts with leathery skin and sharp horns.

‘Poor bastards,’ she muttered.
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The three Rakanese waited. They ate the food, and drank the tea and scented water that had been put out for them, and still they waited. The sun was low in the western sky when the door opened.

Shella yawned, and stood.

‘Your Royal Excellency,’ a courtier said, ‘if you would please come with me.’

Shella shared a glance with Daly, and they followed the courtier out of the chamber, and through more guarded passageways towards the rear of the palace.

The courtier paused at a door.

‘This is the lesser reception hall,’ he said, ‘where his Imperial Majesty receives smaller parties of guests.’

‘Are you saying I’m short?’ Shella said.

The courtier stammered.

‘Only joking.’

‘Ha, yes, of course your Excellency,’ the courtier frowned.

He opened the door and they entered.

‘May I present her Royal Excellency Princess Shellakanawara, Ambassador of Arakhanah City to the Imperial Court,’ he announced with a bow.

Shella stepped forward. The chamber was decorated in gold and deep reds, with a pair of raised thrones at one end. In one sat Guilliam, his thick lustrous robes piled about him, while next to him sat his queen, Mirren Blackhold, in an elegant dark green dress. Each had a crown upon their heads, and to either side were gathered officers, advisors and priests attending the court.

Guilliam frowned.

‘Princess Shella,’ he said.

‘Your Majesty,’ she bowed.

‘We are tired, we are busy, we are hungry,’ the Emperor said, ‘but yet we must find time to tend to wayward children.’

Shella said nothing, her cheeks reddening.

Guilliam nodded to a man on his right, and Chamberlain Prior bowed and took a pace forwards
.

‘Your Royal Excellency,’ he said, gazing down at Shella, ‘this morning the Imperial Court received confirmation from your government in Arakhanah City that they have failed to meet the legal requirements as set out in the treaty that binds us together.’

Shella frowned. ‘Which requirements, Lord Chamberlain?’

‘Clause nine,’ Prior said. ‘The obligation upon Arakhanah City to provide volunteer mages for the institute here in the Holy Capital.’

‘I see.’

‘Your government claims that every Rakanese flow mage is essential,’ Prior said, ‘and that they cannot spare even one.’

The Emperor snorted.

‘We are tempted to cease all deliveries of aid to your wretched land,’ Guilliam said. ‘We saved your nation, fed the starving and clothed the poor when your society collapsed. We have asked for almost nothing in return, and what we have requested is thrown back in our face.’

‘I understand your frustration,’ Shella said. ‘I will speak to my government, and enquire what is causing the delay. May I ask your Majesty if there is a reason for the urgency? Could this request not rest until Arakhanah City has stabilised its sea defences, and cared for this season’s spawn pools?’

Guilliam’s eyes went wild. ‘Absolutely not!’ he cried. ‘The sheer impertinence.’

The chamber hushed into silence.

Shella bowed low. ‘Apologies, your Majesty.’

‘The institute,’ Prior said, ‘cannot begin its vital work of research and enlightenment until representatives of all the world’s mages have been gathered.’

‘And the institute has all but Rakanese mages?’ Shella asked.

‘That is none of your concern,’ Guilliam said. ‘Now go, and speak to your needy, grasping government, and demand that they meet their obligations to us.’

‘At once, your Majesty,’ Shella bowed, and began stepping backwards. A courtier opened the door, and she, Daly and Jayki left the hall
.

‘We took a bit of a roasting there, boys,’ Shella chuckled. ‘Come on, we need to draft a letter.’

Daly wiped his forehead, his hand shaking.

‘You okay?’ she asked him.

‘No, your Highness,’ he said. ‘If the empire stops sending aid back home, thousands will starve.’

‘Well, let’s write a really good letter.’

‘I don’t know how you can take it so lightly, your Highness,’ he said.

‘She’s always been like that,’ said Jayki.

‘We need to play along,’ Shella said to her secretary. ‘The Emperor can shout and rage all he likes, it means nothing to me, but every day we can hold off from delivering our mages to him, is another day Arakhanah City can rebuild.’

Daly nodded.

The door to the hall opened again and a man in long black robes came out and joined them.

‘Lord Arnault,’ Shella said.

‘Good afternoon your Highness.’

Daly bowed low. ‘Lord Vicar, how may we assist you?’

He smiled. Shella glanced at his features. Everyone in the embassy gossiped that Arnault was the most handsome man in the city, and Shella didn’t disagree.

‘I was hoping for a quiet word with the princess,’ he said to Daly. He turned to her. ‘May I escort you to your carriage?’

She nodded, and they waited as Daly and Jayki walked off. When they were out of earshot, Shella and Arnault followed them.

‘So you took my advice?’ Arnault said.

‘Yeah,’ Shella said. ‘Daphne left at dawn.’

‘Good. You did the right thing.’

‘I know.’

‘Her being here,’ he said, ‘only complicated matters.’

‘I thought you had Yosin and the One True Path under control?’

‘They’re part of the body of the church,’ Arnault said. ‘Every revolution needs its zealots, and necessarily there are hot-headed elements. 
Miss Holdfast also has her supporters, particularly among the cavalry, and I had no desire to see the two sides shed blood in the streets.’

‘So you weren’t really bothered about Daphne’s safety?’

‘I don’t wish her any harm.’

‘Then no assassins are going after her?’

‘None sent by me.’

Shella frowned.

‘My dear princess,’ he said, pausing as they came to the outer doors, ‘as long as Miss Holdfast remains in exile, and doesn’t try to interfere with the work of the church, she has nothing to fear from me.’

She glanced over to see Daly and Jayki waiting by the carriage.

‘If they ask,’ Arnault said, ‘tell them I was urging you about the Rakanese mages. And, for the record, let me express the church’s extreme disappointment that your government has failed us on this matter. We need those mages, Shella. Make sure you get them.’

The Lord Vicar turned on his heels and strode back into the palace. Shella watched him leave, then turned for the carriage.

‘Another roasting,’ she muttered as she climbed in. Daly nodded.

‘It’s been a long day, your Highness,’ he said. ‘Let’s go home.’
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Once back in the embassy, Daly had taken down her dictated letter to the government in Arakhanah City, informing them of the Emperor’s displeasure. The staff had then opened the windows of the large office to let in the evening air, and Shella worked her way through a great pile of correspondence and documents requiring her signature. Daly kept up a constant supply of coffee and she got through several cigarettes.

Lack of sleep, and the keenweed she had smoked that morning, were threatening to close her eyes as she stared at the papers spread out over her desk. She sensed Daly gazing at her, and picked up the remaining documents. The staff may not like her, but she would never give them any reason to say she didn’t work hard.

‘Almost done, your Highness,’ said Daly
.

Shella frowned as she scanned an inventory of expenses. ‘And then we do it all again tomorrow.’

Daly sighed. ‘Unfortunately, your Highness, all those missed appointments will have to be re-scheduled. I’m afraid tomorrow might be rather busy. Would you like me to go over your revised itinerary?’

‘Not now, Daly,’ she said, signing her name across the bottom of the various pages in front of her.

She stood.

‘As you wish, your Highness,’ Daly bowed. ‘Will you be retiring to your quarters for the evening?’

Shella nodded. ‘After today’s scolding from the Emperor, it’d probably be better if I avoided any social engagements for a bit.’

Daly nodded and swept up the papers and letters from the surface of the desk.

‘See you in the morning, Daly,’ she said, and made for the door.

Her private residence occupied the top two floors of the embassy, a five-storey stone building set back from the street. Guards and staff bowed their heads as she passed them on the stairs. On the third floor lay her dining-room, kitchen, and a private reception room, while she and Sami had their own separate apartments on the upper storey.

As Shella reached the entrance to their quarters she heard the sound of raucous laughter. She paused, her hand on the door handle.

She had been right about how her brother Sami would spend his day.

Shella forced a smile onto her face, opened the door and walked into the reception room, where a small group were sitting on long, comfortable couches. Sami was in the middle, holding court with a few of the younger embassy staff, all of whom looked sober.

‘She had gone completely insane by that point,’ Sami said, not noticing his sister. ‘Murdered every fucking mage we had, except for Shella of course.’

The faces of the staff around Sami were expressionless. Sami was fond of telling this story, and it was clear everyone present had heard it before
.

‘She waited until the poor bastards were having breakfast,’ Sami went on, his face flushed, ‘then collapsed the fucking tent on top of them. Lines of soldiers surrounded them and shot the tent full of holes with their bows and spears. Some even crawled up onto the canvas and stabbed through it with their knives. It was fucking mad. She was fucking mad.’

He picked up a bottle of brandy and took a swig.

One of the staff stifled a yawn.

‘I thought she was going to kill me too,’ Sami went on. ‘My own fucking sister, but she needed Shella, so I got lucky. That was back in Silverstream, where…’

Shella coughed. ‘I think that’s enough.’

Everyone turned to her. Sami grinned.

‘You’re back!’ he said. ‘How’d it go at the palace?’

‘Not so good.’

The staff glanced at each other, and started to get up.

‘Hey,’ Sami cried. ‘Where are you all going? I haven’t finished my story.’

‘Party’s over,’ Shella said. ‘Let them get to their beds.’

Sami glowered as the staff bowed and left the room, leaving Shella and her brother alone.

‘When did you stop being fun?’ Sami said. ‘Actually, when were you ever fun?’

Shella sat, and lit a cigarette.

‘Don’t start, Sami,’ she said. ‘It’s been a shit day, and I can’t be fucked listening to your crap again.’

‘Miserable bitch,’ Sami leered. ‘Why don’t you cheer up for fucksake? We’ve got it made here, sis, and all you do is complain.’

‘Fuck you,’ Shella spat. ‘All you do is abuse your position, flaunting your royal status to get laid, and using your diplomatic immunity to get pissed all the time. You didn’t have to stand in front of the fucking Emperor getting humiliated, with the entire court watching and laughing. The Rakanese are a joke to them. Wayward children he called us.’

Sami’s face fell. ‘What did you say back?
’

‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘Did the usual bowing and scraping.’

Sami puffed out his cheeks. ‘Thank fuck. Thought for a moment that you’d said something stupid and got yourself fired.’

Shella stubbed out her cigarette and stood. ‘You’re an asshole, Sami.’

Sami smirked, and took another swig of brandy.

She turned her back to him and left the room. She went up the rear steps to her own apartment, with her huge bedchamber, a spare room, bathroom and study among the suite of rooms. She lit a few wall lamps and drew a hot bath, the coal fires in the basement warming the water. She slipped off her clothes and got in. The hot water against her skin felt wonderful, and she slid down into the bath and closed her eyes.

She hated everything.

Her job, the city. Her idiot brother. Daly and all the smarmy staff. That dickhead Guilliam.

Daphne, for leaving her.

Herself.

She had no one to share her pain, no one to share her loneliness.

A noise came from her bedchamber and her eyes snapped open.

Was that Sami? What the fuck was he doing in her room?

She got up, the water dripping off her, and grabbed a thick towel.

‘Sami?’ she called, stepping out of the bath. ‘Is that you?’

She wrapped the towel round her, and opened the door to her bedchamber. In front of her a figure was crouched by the bed.

She raised a hand, feeling for her powers.

‘No need for that,’ the figure said. ‘I was only looking for your weed.’

‘Kalayne?’ Shella cried. ‘What the fuck? How did you get in? What are you doing here?’

The old Kellach man stood. In his hands was her weed pouch.

‘How did you know that was there?’ Shella said, her right hand still raised. ‘Have you been in my bedroom before?’

‘Not in person,’ he replied. ‘I’ve used my vision to see you now and again. You’re a very restless sleeper, despite the copious amounts of alcohol and weed you consume.’

Shella said nothing, her mouth hanging open. Kalayne opened the 
pouch and pulled out a stick. There was a little table with some chairs by one of the bay windows, and he went over and sat down. He opened a shutter a couple of inches, lit the smokestick and gazed out at the view.

Shella tightened the towel around her.

‘You’ve been watching me?’ she said.

‘Eh, what?’ Kalayne scowled. ‘No, not often. You’re not very interesting.’

She walked up to the table and sat. Kalayne offered her the weedstick, and she took it.

‘Why are you here?’

‘I’m moving in.’

‘The fuck you are. How did you get passed the guards?’

‘I can make people not notice me,’ he said. ‘I could make you forget I was ever here, if I wished.’

‘Sounds tempting,’ she said, ‘but I’d rather know you were skulking about, if it’s all the same. Anyway, you can’t move in.’

Kalayne stared at her as if she were stupid. ‘I already have. No one else will know I’m here, so you needn’t worry about me upsetting your servants. Just make sure you bring me plenty of booze, weed and food.’

‘What happened to your room at Daphne’s?’

‘Celine kicked me out.’

‘So you’ve nowhere else to go?’

‘I could go and live in the Kellach Brigdomin quarter, but I’d rather stay in more comfortable surroundings. And I need to be close to the palace, and the new mage institute, so I can find out what’s going on. The church are moving ahead with their plans.’

‘I couldn’t give a fuck about the stupid Holdings church.’

‘You should,’ he said. ‘Their plan will affect us all. They must be stopped.’

‘Are you seriously speaking treason to me?’ she smirked. ‘Are you not worried I’ll go running to the Lord Vicar and report you for sedition?’

Kalayne shrugged. ‘No. I don’t know why, but Daphne trusted you, 
and that lass doesn’t give out her trust lightly.’

‘I don’t like you.’

‘Good,’ he said. ‘I don’t like you either. We’re not friends, praise all that is holy.’

‘Fuck you.’

Kalayne tutted. ‘You’re an exceedingly ungrateful wretch.’

‘Ungrateful? What the fuck do I have to be thankful to you for?’

Kalayne half-choked, half-snorted. ‘Did Kylon appear from thin air to rescue you?’

Shella blinked.

‘I sent him, remember?’ Kalayne said. ‘I sent him to save you. From all the hundreds of thousands of miserable toad people, I chose you to survive.’

The old man’s eyes were bulging from his head, and he was pointing the weedstick at her like a weapon.

‘Why?’ she said. ‘Why me?’

He calmed a little, and took a long draw.

‘I’ve seen you in my dreams,’ he said. ‘Over and over. The wall of mud, of course, but not just that. I have also seen you take part in events that have yet to occur. I don’t appear in these later visions myself, which presumably means that I’ll be dead by the time they take place. No matter, the message of these dreams is clear. You will be needed.’

‘Needed for what?’

Kalayne frowned. ‘I don’t know. Something about a knife.’

Shella watched him in silence for a moment. Daphne had trusted him, and as the old man had said, the Holdings mage didn’t trust many.

‘You can sleep in the spare room,’ she said.

‘Not in here with you?’ he leered.

She smiled, and raised her right hand.

‘Did you know, Kalayne?’ she said, ‘that with a flick of my finger I could fill your brain with blood, or make your heart stop? However, for you…’ she pointed at his crotch. ‘I could make your balls shrivel back up into your body, and do everyone a favour.’

Kalayne crossed his legs. ‘Spare room it is.’
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‘We could have done this from the Great Hall, your Majesty,’ Hodang said, casting glances at the busy street.

In front of them, soldiers were parting the crowds of people on Broadwater’s main road. Farmers, traders and peasants bustled past the food stalls and open shop fronts. More than a few gawked at the royal party as they went by.

‘I like to be seen,’ Agang said. ‘I barely leave the citadel as it is. It’s good for people to see their king.’

‘I agree, your Majesty,’ said Pieper, the Holdings priest walking to his left.

Hodang shot him a narrow-eyed frown.

Agang smiled. The priest had a way of riling up his chief minister, although Agang didn’t mind his company. Despite his avowed mission to convert him to the Holdings faith, the priest was amenable to be around.

‘It is wise,’ Pieper went on, ‘for the ordinary folk to see with their own eyes that their monarch cares for them, but I would also advise a certain amount of reticence, lest too much contact diminish the royal 
aura.’

‘For once I concur,’ Hodang said. ‘Kings do not conduct their business in the town market.’

Agang sighed. ‘Stop nagging.’

The lead soldiers halted, and Agang looked up. Ahead, on a junction leading to Temple Square, a large building stood, towering over the shops and houses nearby. It still had bars on the windows, despite its change in function.

‘The old slave market?’ Pieper said.

‘Yes,’ Agang said. ‘I thought I’d see for myself how the freed slaves from your lands are doing. Since the proclamation that all Holdings captives are to be brought here, hundreds have passed through these gates. You yourself have told me of the condition of some.’

Pieper grimaced.

‘I forewarned the administrators that we were coming, your Majesty,’ Hodang said.

‘Thank you,’ Agang said. ‘Shall we?’

A soldier opened the front door and Agang walked into the hall, flanked by Hodang, Pieper, servants and more soldiers. On the left were desks, where Holdings clerks sat, taking the details of lines of emancipated slaves. On the right, Sanang slave-owners stood gathered in groups, haggling with officials over the price of their property, who remained huddled in chains by the wall.

Hedgewitches went from slave to slave, healing the worst afflicted. Most were in poor shape, emaciated or carrying wounds. All had a beaten look in their eyes, and these were the survivors, taken from the great victories Agang had won over the Holdings at the River Twinth over two years before, close to the very place he was standing. Who knew how many had died since that day?

A group of officials approached.

‘Your Majesty,’ they said, bowing.

‘You honour us with your visit,’ said one.

Agang nodded
.

Several of the slave-owners saw him, and began staring in his direction.

‘Should we speak to them, your Majesty?’ Hodang said.

‘All right,’ Agang said, and they walked over to the slave-owners, who gathered round, kept back a little by the presence of several burly warriors in black.

‘These men, your Majesty,’ said one of the officials, ‘are here to fulfil their duty under the law, to release all of their Holdings slaves.’

‘As long as we’re well paid for it!’ yelled one of the owners.

‘I don’t like it,’ cried another. ‘I don’t see why we’re getting forced to give up our slaves. I’d rather have them than the money.’

There was a chorus of agreement.

‘The Holdings are our friends and allies,’ Hodang said, his voice ringing out. ‘We cannot keep our friends as slaves.’

‘We heard that you want to free all the slaves,’ an owner said, ‘not just the Holdings ones.’

‘In time,’ Agang said, gaining a look from Hodang. ‘All shall be free in our kingdom.’

‘There will be a long transitional process,’ Hodang cried over the growing growl of complaint. ‘Everyone will be compensated from the treasury.’

‘It’ll never happen,’ shouted one. ‘Every chief would rise up rather than hand over their slaves.’

‘Would you?’ Agang cried, his rage boiling. ‘Would you rise up? Or any one of you here? This kingdom will see an end to slavery. I shall make it so. And I will strike down anyone who stands against me.’

The slave-owners backed away, the black-clad soldiers glowering at them, their hands close to the hilts of their swords, waiting for the merest gesture from their king.

‘Come now,’ Hodang said. ‘At present the law speaks only of Holdings slaves, so that is the law we must all obey. Your Majesty, let us leave these gentlemen to their business, I am sure they are eager to carry out their duty.’

Agang nodded, his temper fading
.

He turned, and the officials led them across the hall, nervous glances shared among them.

‘A brave stand, your Majesty,’ Pieper whispered as they walked.

They halted at the row of desks. The lines of shuffling ex-slaves paused to stare.

‘This, your Majesty, is where the emancipated slaves are processed,’ an older official said. ‘Clerks take down all their details, in the hope that their families can be contacted. Once that is done, they are taken upstairs to where they are fed, bathed and given clean clothes.’

‘And where do they stay?’ Agang said.

‘They are housed in the old slave quarters at the rear of the building, your Majesty.’

‘In the cages?’

‘Unfortunately, yes, your Majesty. We’ve had them cleaned up, of course.’

‘How many have died?’

‘Almost none of those who survive processing have died, your Majesty, though many have expired in this very hall. Sometimes captives are brought in, and the whole batch is in a terrible condition, and we haven’t enough healers to save them all.’

‘There are rumours, your Majesty,’ another official said in a low voice, ‘that some owners are deliberately maiming their Holdings slaves, knowing that they will be paid the same amount under the law, so long as they are still alive at the time of trade.’

‘Is this true?’ Agang said.

‘I couldn’t say for certain, your Majesty,’ the older man said, ‘though some slaves have come in with what look to be fresh injuries.’

Agang glanced up at the lines of freed slaves, many of whom had been beaten.

‘Why are almost all of them men?’ Pieper asked. ‘Didn’t you capture an equal number of female soldiers?’

Agang frowned, saying nothing.

‘It appears most did not survive,’ the official said, keeping his gaze down
.

There was silence among the men stood present.

After a moment, the older official gestured. ‘Your Majesty, do you wish to visit the old slave quarters?’

‘Thank you, but no,’ Agang said. ‘We’ve seen enough.’

‘Your Majesty,’ the officials bowed.

The royal party turned for the doors, and were soon back out onto the street.

‘Don’t say anything, Hodang,’ Agang said.

His chief minister nodded, the faintest of smiles on his lips.

‘Your principles on ending slavery are to be applauded, your Majesty,’ Pieper said, as they walked along the street, soldiers fanned out around them. ‘The plight of those poor souls troubles my heart deeply. Is there any way we could speed up their transfer home?’

‘We’re going as fast as we can,’ Hodang said. ‘We’ve already sent five hundred of your people back, and convoys are leaving every half-third. And may I remind you of the utterly exorbitant drain on the treasury this whole operation is costing the kingdom?’

Pieper shrugged. ‘The gold you stole in Rahain is paying for your earlier transgressions. There’s a certain poetry to that.’

‘And it’s making a lot of people who dislike us very rich,’ Hodang muttered.

Behind them there was a clamour of noise and Agang turned back to look down the road towards Temple Square. A small group of Holdings missionaries, each dressed in long black robes, were haranguing the crowd of Sanang walking past. Several had stopped to watch, separated from the preachers by a line of soldiers. A few were shouting back, while others laughed.

‘You have to admire their persistence,’ Hodang smirked. ‘Two thirds they’ve been here, and how many converts?’

‘Um, three at the last count, I think,’ Pieper smiled back.

‘You should tell them to give up before one gets hurt.’

‘They wouldn’t listen to me,’ Pieper said. ‘They’re members of the One True Path, a rather zealous sect within the church. To them, I’m 
just a boring old fart sent out by the church establishment, while they’re the daring pioneers, bringing the faith to the wild forests of Sanang.’

‘Are you not the Lord Vicar’s representative?’ Agang said.

‘Indeed, your Majesty,’ he said. ‘However I am but one man, while there are thirty brothers and sisters of the Path living in their mission on Temple Square. They wouldn’t worry too much about anything I had to say to them.’

‘Do any of these Path fanatics have the same mage powers as you?’ Hodang asked the priest.

Pieper shook his head. ‘Not in the slightest,’ he said. ‘They’re all deacons. I am the only one here with the full range of vision powers, excepting a few in the Imperial Legate’s guard, who possess battle-vision. I’m the only one who can communicate with the priest stationed at the old frontier wall, and so receive and pass messages to the capital.’

‘So the Emperor can check up on us?’ Agang smiled.

‘I do have a bit of news from home,’ Pieper said, his eyes lighting up. ‘About someone I have just remembered you know. Daphne Holdfast.’

‘Ha!’ Agang laughed. ‘Daphne. How is she? What’s the news?’

‘She’s fled,’ Pieper said. ‘Again. Making it a habit, that girl. The church had plans to question her, and she took off with her baby.’

‘She has a child?’

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘and listen to this. The father is none other than a Kellach Brigdomin.’

‘Your races can breed?’ Hodang said.

‘Evidently,’ Pieper smirked. ‘Anyway, that’s another of the world’s most powerful mages on the loose.’

‘Is she likely to come here?’ Hodang said. ‘Bearing in mind her old association.’

‘No,’ Pieper said. ‘She’s off to Rahain, to find the father.’

They slowed as they reached the gates of the town’s upper citadel, spread out on top of a low hill. It had a high stockade surrounding it, and they passed through a line of saluting guards.

‘Now that our little excursion’s over,’ Hodang said, ‘I’d better get 
back to work. Lord Badranga will be arriving from the south in a few hours, and there’s a feast to prepare.’

‘You worry too much,’ Agang said. ‘Come on, I need to get washed and changed.’

They parted from Pieper in front of the Great Hall, as the priest had his own quarters in a small chapel converted from an out-building of a brewery at the other end of the citadel. Agang entered the hall and turned for a private set of stairs leading up to his apartments, leaving Hodang to organise the feast.

Agang, a servant, and two guards ascended the narrow stairs, which led out to a long balcony, with a removable wall leading into a large reception room. Chane was sitting there, her legs folded under her, reading a book.

‘Good afternoon, Council Minister,’ Agang said.

She looked up and gave him an amused glance.

‘Enjoy your trip into town?’

‘Hodang will no doubt tell you it was a disaster,’ he said, taking a cup from a tray held out by a servant, ‘but I learned a lot.’

‘Did that slimy priest go with you?’

‘Pieper’s all right,’ Agang said. ‘I find him quite entertaining.’

‘I can’t stand being around him,’ she said, swinging her legs off the comfortable chair and picking up a half-smoked weedstick. ‘He knows I’m not a believer.’

‘Did you hear his latest theory,’ Agang smiled, ‘about how the Sanang War God is a manifestation of the same Creator the Holdings believe in? It allows him to claim that I’m already a follower of his religion, and not only that, but also that I must be blessed indeed, to have the Creator speak to me twice in my dreams.’

‘And you believe that?’

‘It has a certain logic to it, I suppose.’

Chane snorted.

A door opened and Giles entered, wearing a thin robe.

‘I heard you were back, your Majesty,’ he said, bowing. ‘Will you be requiring anything?
’

‘A bath, Giles, if you please,’ Agang said, watching the young Holdings man, ‘and a set of fresh robes for our meeting with Lord Badranga.’

‘Very well, your Majesty,’ Giles smiled. ‘I shall prepare it at once.’

He turned and left, while Chane glowered at his back.

‘Don’t be like that, Chane,’ Agang said. ‘I told you what the situation would be when we returned. You’re no longer my slave, but one of my chief advisors. I cannot share my bed with you as we once did.’

‘But to be replaced by him…’ Chane sneered.

‘Keep your voice lowered, woman,’ Agang frowned. ‘Must we go through this every time? What occurs in my private quarters is no longer any concern of yours, and I will not have you repeating gossip, understand?’

She nodded, but her eyes were lit with anger.

‘It doesn’t mean that I no longer favour you,’ he said, sitting down next to her. ‘In fact, I value you more than ever.’

Chane looked away. ‘Sometimes I wish I’d gone back with Rebecca and Gertrude.’

‘I’m glad you didn’t.’

She sighed. ‘Alright then. Shall we go through what Badranga is probably going to say?’

Agang nodded.

‘He’ll be wanting aid, first of all,’ she went on. ‘More soldiers to combat the raids in the south of his territories. B’Dang D’Bang…’

‘Is a fool.’

‘His attacks have been spreading,’ Chane said. ‘It might be time to take him more seriously.’

Agang laughed. ‘He knows nothing of warfare, nothing of strategy or tactics. I’ve watched him several times on the battlefield. He can slaughter peasants, but he’s hopeless at being a general.’

‘But you’ll send Badranga reinforcements nevertheless?’

‘A few regiments,’ Agang said. ‘I was thinking of some of the new ex-slave companies. Get them blooded.’

‘You may need more than that,’ she said. ‘Badranga’s reports have 
stated that B’Dang is gaining recruits among the disaffected in his lands.’

Agang nodded. ‘I’ll think about it. What else will he say?’

‘He’s bound to bring up his eldest daughter again.’

He groaned.

‘She’d be a good match, politically,’ Chane said. ‘Bind the north and south closer together.’

‘Is that what you really think?’ he said, looking into her eyes.

‘You know what I think,’ she said, ‘but you should do what’s best for the kingdom.’

‘I’ll think about that too, then,’ he said, his mind starting to run through the excuses he might give the southern chief.

‘Lastly,’ she said, ‘he should be bringing with him the last of any Holdings slaves from south of the Tritos.’

‘Good,’ Agang said. ‘Once your people have been freed and sent on their way, I can use the money to buy out more Sanang slaves. Free as many as I can before I have to change any laws.’

‘Even if Broadwater was built from gold,’ she said, ‘it wouldn’t be enough to purchase every slave in Sanang. At some point you’ll have to use your authority, and back it up with steel if necessary.’

‘We have years before we are obliged to free every slave,’ he said. ‘We’ll have something worked out by then.’

‘On the subject of obligations,’ Chane said, ‘we still haven’t recruited any hedgewitches to send to the Plateau.’

Agang shrugged. ‘The pressure on that has eased. The legate said that the institute in the capital has managed to enlist a couple of Sanang healers from alliance army units. If they find enough locally, they may even drop the demand altogether.’

‘That would be good,’ Chane said. ‘The amount of bad feeling the suggestion generated was an eye-opener. I hadn’t realised how attached you all felt to your hedgewitches.’

Agang frowned. ‘Even the most meagre hedgewitch knows things. Things we would rather keep secret.’

‘The soulwitches, you mean?
’

Agang nodded. He disliked her giving the name to his deepest fears, but kept his face steady.

‘I forgot,’ she smirked. ‘I’m not supposed to talk about them. It upsets you.’

He stood. ‘I must get ready.’

‘See you down there,’ Chane nodded, a tiny smile on the edge of her lips.
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The Great Hall of Broadwater was filled with people, all awaiting the arrival of Lord Badranga. Black-armoured warriors lined the walls, while lords and merchants of the town were accepting drinks from servants on the main floor in front of the throne where Agang sat.

To his right, one step lower than he, Princes Echtang and Gadang stood, dressed royally, with great decorative swords strapped to their waists. Hodang was on his left, chatting in a whisper to Chane. Behind them hung an enormous regal standard, depicting a golden tree on a green background, with a crown above. It covered the entire back wall of the hall, framing his throne in a reflected glow.

The front doors were wide open, to allow in the humid summer air. Outside, a heavy squall of rain was hitting the streets and rooftops of the town, adding a low roar to the background noise of conversations. Dotted among the crowd were a fair number of folk from the Holdings: merchants, and officials belonging to the Imperial Legate’s staff, who lived and worked within the guarded citadel of the town. They seldom left, and when they did it was always with a squad of guards. The legate himself was present, talking to a small group which included the priest Pieper.

A soldier at the gates raised a staff.

‘Here they come, your Majesty,’ Hodang said.

Agang nodded.

The sound of drums and horns blared out, and the hall hushed, everyone turning to face the front doors. A herald walked in, holding 
aloft the banner of the southern lands, a black boar against a red field. Behind him strode Badranga and one of his sons, followed by a long retinue of advisors, guards and servants.

The crowd parted to allow the party to approach the throne.

When he was ten yards away, the herald halted.

Hodang raised his arms. ‘Welcome to the court of his Majesty King Agang Garo of the Sanang Realm, Lord of Broadwater, Beechwoods and the lands beyond the Mya, Conqueror of the Rahain Republic, Royal Partner of the Alliance and Empire.’

Badranga’s party bowed low.

‘Greetings to his Majesty,’ the herald cried, ‘from Chief Badranga Lecht, Lord of Oakenvale, Master of the Lands below the River Tritos.’

‘It’s good to see you, old friend,’ Agang said.

Badranga bowed again. ‘The honour is mine, my king.’

‘Please refresh yourselves.’ Agang waved a hand, and servants approached from either side with trays of fine foods and cups of clear, flavoured spirits.

‘I‘d rather not, your Majesty,’ Badranga said, his head held firm, ‘if it’s all the same to you. I need to speak to you in council. The matter is urgent.’

Agang shot a glance at Hodang. The crowd in the hall remained quiet.

‘Very well,’ Agang said.

Badranga bowed again.

Agang got to his feet, and turned towards a large door at the rear of the hall, his advisors and nephews following his lead.

‘Echtang,’ he said. ‘You stay here. One of us should be present when the hall is open.’

His younger nephew frowned, but went back to where he had been standing.

A guard opened the door to the council chambers, where carved wooden benches sat next to drinking tables. At one end was a raised platform, and Agang walked there, taking his seat at the head of the room
.

Badranga came in with the rest of the royal party, and sat with his son at the table closest to Agang, a servant filling their mugs with ale.

Hodang, Chane and Prince Gadang took their places next to the king.

‘Speak freely,’ Agang said to Badranga.

Badranga scowled, and lowered his head.

‘The south is in flames,’ he muttered.

Agang narrowed his eyes. ‘What did you say?’

Badranga lifted his head, his face contorted. ‘The south is in flames. Your Majesty.’

Agang paused for a second. ‘If you’re referring to B’Dang D’Bang, then rest assured that preparations are in place. You will have reinforcements sent, to assist you in wiping out the bandits.’

The chief shook his head.

‘Those bandits, as you call them, your Majesty, have already taken half a dozen forts along the Kahtar river, and burned countless farms and settlements in my lands. My warriors lie dead in their hundreds.’ He paused. ‘If it were only B’Dang, but…’

‘But what, man?’ Agang said. ‘Speak up.’

‘B’Dang may have the title of war-leader, but he’s not the one the rebels are following.’

Agang stared down at the chief. ‘Then who?’

‘The firewitch.’

The council chamber fell into silence.

‘A firewitch?’ Hodang said. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘A Clackdomyn giant,’ Badranga spat. ‘She has set the forests of the south ablaze, and the folk are flocking to her banner. She speaks of overthrowing the empire. Of overthrowing you, your Majesty. She claims you are nothing but a puppet of the Emperor.’

‘And how do you know what she claims?’ Agang cried, anger filling him.

‘The lowly folk, your Majesty,’ Badranga said, matching his king’s stare. ‘Ones we’ve re-captured after they’d joined her side. They worship her as a god.
’

Agang glanced at Chane and Hodang.

‘I seem to recall, your Majesty,’ Hodang said, ‘something about a Clackdomyn firewitch escaping the Rahain Capital after we had taken the city. Perhaps the legate knows more.’

Agang nodded to a guard at the door. ‘Summon Legate Robban and Father Pieper.’

The guard bowed and left the hall.

‘Your Majesty,’ Badranga said, ‘the rebels are spreading it about that you knelt before the Holdings and their Emperor to gain your crown. They have no place in our council meetings.’

Agang frowned. ‘I don’t make a habit of inviting them,’ he said, ‘but they may be able to tell us more about your firewitch.’

The door opened and Imperial Legate Robban entered, Pieper at his side.

‘Your Majesty,’ they bowed together.

‘Legate Robban,’ Agang said. ‘We wish to ask you a few questions.’

‘I will answer them if I can, your Majesty.’

‘It has come to our attention,’ Agang said, ‘that a Clackdomyn firewitch may be at large in the south of our kingdom, involved in the recent troubles down there.’

The legate stepped forward.

‘Clackdomyn, your Majesty?’ Robban said, his long grey hair tied behind his thin head. ‘Do you mean Kellach Brigdomin?’

‘That is your name for them, I believe,’ Agang said.

The two Holdings men shared a quick glance with each other.

‘Does this firewitch have a name?’ Robban asked Badranga.

‘She does,’ the old chief said. ‘Her warriors fall to their knees and chant it whenever she passes.’

He looked at Agang.

‘Well?’ the king said.

‘Keira kill-kill.’

Pieper gasped.

‘Your Majesty,’ Robban said, his right eye twitching, ‘we must get 
word to the Emperor as soon as possible. Fire Mage Keira is an exceptionally dangerous woman.’

Badranga snorted, and took a swig of ale.

Pieper stepped forward. ‘Are you aware of who she is, your Majesty?’

‘Vaguely. I know she escaped from the Rahain Capital.’

Pieper nodded. ‘Yes, your Majesty. But did you also know that she was responsible for the deaths of a third of a million Rakanese refugees, whom she incinerated without mercy?’

Agang’s eyes widened. ‘We were informed that the Rahain had carried out that atrocity.’

‘Keira was the tool they used, your Majesty,’ Pieper said.

‘And now she’s in Sanang.’

‘It seems so,’ the priest said. ‘I’m sure your Majesty understands the gravity of the situation. The Kellach fire mage represents a danger, not only to Sanang, but to the whole empire. She must be hunted down and destroyed.’

‘She will be,’ Agang said. He turned to Hodang. ‘Chief Minister, please summon Commander Mandalecht.’

‘Your Majesty,’ Hodang said, ‘Commander Mandalecht is currently in his village visiting his family, and the rest of the army is still resting from the march back from the Rahain Republic.’

‘Then send messengers out to every regiment,’ Agang said. ‘Their holiday is over.’






Chapter 4



Tolerance









S

lateford, Rahain Republic – 5
th
 Day, Last Third Summer 506


‘The first year was the worst,’ the young man said, as they walked across the long terraced hillside. The sun was in the east, burning bright against a blue sky, and though the hour was early, the day was warm. ‘They had us working in the tunnels near Tahrana City, excavating and clearing away rubble. Didn’t see the sun for a long time, and half the folk down there with us died.’

Killop stayed quiet, letting the man talk as they passed between rows of vines.

‘After that it got a bit better. We were transferred to a series of farms, because all the locals had been made to join the army. Back-breaking work, but at least we were outside again.’

The two men stopped, to allow the woman following them to catch up.

‘This is amazing Killop, I mean Chief,’ the young man said, looking down at the valley. ‘Is all this really ours?’

‘Aye, Conal,’ Killop said, ‘as far as you can see in both directions.’

He turned to watch the woman approach. ‘Come on, Koreen,’ he yelled
.

‘Fucksake boys,’ the woman said, reaching them. ‘What’s the rush? My hangover’s raging.’

‘I’m not surprised,’ Killop said, ‘the rate you were knocking them back. Still, it was some night. Me and Bridget couldn’t believe it when you two showed up at the mansion.’

Killop looked at his old friends. They seemed to have aged a decade since he had last seen them.

‘What you gawking at?’ Koreen scowled.

‘Just happy to see you.’

‘Well go and be happy some place else. My headache cannae take joviality at the moment.’

Killop pulled a waterskin from over his shoulder and passed it round.

They gazed over the landscape. The long valley spread out before them, over ten miles from end to end. Narrow where a cliffside spring became a cascade of waterfalls, it widened into a fertile plain, a river meandering through its midst. Fields covered the valley floor, and small villages were dotted by the riverbank. A town sat where the river met the main road leading to the alliance fort and the Rahain Capital.

‘It’s beautiful,’ Conal said. ‘You said your old master gave it to you?’

‘He gave it to all of us. It’s sovereign Kellach Brigdomin territory. He made a law so that the Severed Clan owns the whole valley.’

‘Our masters were arseholes,’ Koreen said.

‘I was lucky, I know that,’ Killop said, ‘but we’re all free now. The Rahain took three years of our lives, but here we can start a new one.’

They set off again, following one of the long terraces cut into the side of the hill.

Conal halted at the next row of trellises, and knelt. He took a vine in his hands, the dark fruit glistening.

‘We worked in a vineyard last autumn,’ he said. ‘Never thought I’d be happy to see a grape again.’

‘You’ve experience of wine-making?’ Killop said. ‘Brodie will be glad to hear that.’

‘Who’s Brodie?’ Koreen asked
.

‘The clan’s brewer and distiller,’ Killop said. ‘Problem is, he knows fuck all about wine. There are acres of vines on the estate, and we have contracts with Rahain merchants to fulfil. Somehow we’ve got to turn all these grapes into wine within the year, our loans from the money-lenders depend on it. Anything you could teach him…’

‘Aye, Chief,’ Conal said. ‘I’ll do my best. I have to admit, the time we spent on the vineyard wasn’t too bad. The master there loved everything about wine. She taught us quite a lot.’

‘That was the most fun we had,’ Koreen said. ‘I remember when we were stomping the grapes. There was about twenty of us, all jumping up and down and singing songs in these huge vats inside a great big shed. Even the guards relaxed for a while.’

Conal smiled. ‘Aye, then we washed the juice out of our hair in the river, and the guards let us lie on the bank in the sun for a few hours to dry.’

Tears started to run down Koreen’s cheeks. ‘Don’t look at me,’ she said. ‘I feel stupid.’

‘You’re not,’ Killop said. ‘It’s fine to remember the good days.’

‘It was the worst day,’ she said. ‘It made us feel normal for a while, made us feel the way we used to, before those bastards came to Kell. When we had to put our chains back on, it was like being captured all over again.’

Conal put his arm around her shoulder as Koreen wept.

‘It’s over,’ he whispered.

‘I know,’ she said, wiping her face with her hand.

She gazed up at Killop. ‘Last night you said Kallie wasn’t here. What happened?’

‘We spilt up,’ he said. ‘It was a while ago, after we escaped from prison.’

‘Why? I thought you two were going to be together forever.’

‘So did I at the time.’

Koreen narrowed her eyes. ‘That lassie was the most gorgeous girl I ever saw. She was devoted to you. What did you do to piss her off?’

‘I met someone.
’

Koreen snorted. ‘Who? She must be a goddess or something, if she’s better looking than Kallie.’

‘I can’t explain how it happened. We looked at each other and knew.’

‘Is she a Kell?’

Killop shook his head.

‘Please don’t tell me she’s a fucking Domm…’

‘She’s from the Holdings.’

‘What?’ Conal cried. ‘Like those alliance soldiers?’

‘One of those short, dark-skinned folk?’ Koreen said. ‘Pyre’s tits, Killop, a foreigner?’

‘So?’

‘Does your sister know?’

‘I have no fucking idea.’

‘So where is she then?’ Conal said. ‘Your dark-skinned lassie?’

‘Up on the Plateau with her family,’ Killop said, ‘and our baby daughter.’

Koreen made a croaking sound, while Conal’s eyes bulged. Neither spoke.

‘You look just like Bridget did when I told her.’

‘Fuck,’ Koreen said. ‘That’s a lot to digest.’

They started walking again, making their way down the gentle slopes towards a small settlement at the foot of the hill.

Koreen poked Killop in the side.

‘Shouldn’t you be up there with your new family?’

‘They’re coming here,’ he said. ‘I feel shit for missing the birth. I didn’t even know she was alive, let alone pregnant. Then I find out she’s got a baby, and they’re coming here when she’s old enough to travel. Before winter at any rate. And I’ve had so much to do on the estate, organising the Kellach as they’ve poured in. Not a day goes past when I don’t think of them, though.’

‘You going to get married?’ Conal said.

Killop shrugged. ‘I intend to ask.’

‘What’s your wee girl’s name?’ Koreen asked
.

‘Karalyn.’

‘Nice.’

‘How do you know that,’ Conal said, ‘if she’s hundreds of miles away?’

‘Holdings vision mages,’ he said. ‘They can talk to each other, mind to mind, even if they’re far apart. The alliance fort up the road has a mage who can do it, and if you pay them enough, they’ll send on messages, and write down the answers for you when they come back. Takes a few days, and it’s expensive so I’ve only done it a couple of times. The first time I did it I told her I was leaving Slateford to see her. I was packing my bags when I got her reply. She said to stay, that she wanted to come and live here, and would leave as soon as Karalyn was able.’

He smiled.

‘I can’t tell you how much that message meant to me,’ he said. ‘I still have the scrap of paper the mage used to write it down. It was the first time we’d communicated in over a year.’

‘You sap,’ Koreen said. ‘You really are in love with her, then?’

‘Aye.’

A path opened up as they reached the bottom of the hill. Ahead lay the small settlement they had seen from the terraces.

‘Let’s go to the winery,’ Killop said. ‘I think Brodie will be there. I want to introduce you.’

‘It’s Conal who’s interested in wine-making,’ Koreen said. ‘Keep me out of it, I’ve had enough of nursing vines to last a lifetime.’

‘What do you want to do, then?’

‘Something that involves peace and quiet,’ she said. ‘I’d like to be alone for a while. A bit of solitude would suit me fine.’

‘There are cottages up in the hills, where the woods are thickest. Sturdy and stone built, think they’ve been up there a long time. We’ll find you somewhere.’

‘Do you live in the big house?’ Conal said.

‘Aye,’ Killop said. ‘Laodoc’s old mansion. We gutted it out and fixed it up. Nearly a hundred folk live in it now. Me and Bridget have rooms 
on the top floor.’

‘You and Bridget?’ Koreen said, raising an eyebrow.

‘Aye,’ Killop laughed, ‘but don’t get any ideas. Me and her are like brother and sister now.’

They slowed as they reached the settlement. They passed a row of cottages, where a few Kellach were out working, tending vegetable gardens and sawing wood. A few noticed Killop, and raised their hands in greeting. The road led to the largest building in the village, a squat stone and wooden shed, with a large set of open doors at the front.

Standing under a great Rahain crest affixed to the wall of the building was a group of Kellach arguing. Killop headed toward them. As he approached a man with a crutch saw him and waved.

‘Brodie,’ Killop said.

‘Chief,’ the one-legged man replied. ‘Good morning to you. We’re fucked.’

Killop paused as the other Kellach standing next to Brodie all shouted at once.

He raised his hand. ‘Brodie,’ he cried, stilling them.

‘Chief,’ he replied. ‘Look, I’ve never bullshitted you. I always told you I know nothing about wine.’

‘I may have someone here who could help,’ Killop said. ‘This is Conal, an old friend.’

Brodie hobbled over to the young man. ‘And you’re an expert on wine-making are you, son?’

‘No,’ Conal replied, his cheeks flushing, ‘but I worked through harvest-time last year in a vineyard, and learned a wee bit.’

Brodie slapped him on the back. ‘Good enough for me!’ He turned to Killop. ‘Can I keep him, Chief?’

Killop laughed. ‘Sure. He’s staying at the mansion just now.’

‘If it works out I’ll find him a room here at the winery,’ Brodie said.

‘That sound all right, Conal?’

‘Aye, Chief, thanks.’

‘See you later, then.
’

Killop and Koreen watched as Brodie led Conal into the winery buildings, chatting, his arm waving about.

‘Do you want to start looking for a place up the hills?’

‘Aye, Killop,’ she said, ‘if ye don’t mind.’

‘Chief!’ a voice called.

They turned, and saw a young woman running up the path towards them.

‘Message from Herald Bridget, Chief,’ she said. ‘She needs you in town.’

‘Did she say why?’

‘There’s some trouble,’ the messenger said. ‘Alliance soldiers again.’

Killop nodded. ‘You catch your breath, I’ll head down the road now.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ Koreen said.

They took the path down a gentle slope to where it met the main road, which ran alongside the river from the mansion to the town.

‘Brodie’s a good man,’ Killop said. ‘He’ll look after Conal.’

‘That boy,’ Koreen said, ‘he never gave up. All the time we were slaves, he kept me going. Annoyed the fuck out of me half the time, but.’

‘Bridget did the same for me,’ Killop said. ‘I would have lost it without her.’

‘I cannae believe how much that lassie’s changed. When we got separated, she was just Bridget. A sarcastic wee cow. Now she’s a proper leader. She gives out orders, and everyone does what she says.’

‘She’s my right hand.’

‘I always thought you’d make a good chief.’

‘I’ve made a lot of mistakes.’

‘Kallie?’

‘That was a mess, but it wasn’t a mistake.’

Insects were hovering over the river flowing to their left, as it twisted in lazy curves under the summer sun. At the junction with another road, there was a small village with a cluster of old stone houses at its centre, while all around were dozens of new timber buildings. Workers were up on the roofs of several, fitting dark slate tiles, while others were 
in the process of putting together the wooden framework of more houses.

‘Place is growing, then?’ Koreen said.

‘Aye. Used to be five thousand Rahain peasants on the estate, and at the last count over ten thousand Kellach had moved in, with more arriving all the time. Some just rest here a while before leaving for the old country, or heading up to Rainsby, but we find a home for any who want to settle.’

‘What happened to the Rahain?’ Koreen said. ‘I haven’t seen a single one since we got here.’

‘Laodoc was vague on the details,’ Killop said. ‘I think a lot of them were conscripted into the army, others were slaves who left when they were freed. I think the rest might have been evicted to make way for us, but I don’t know for sure.’

‘Serves them fucking right.’

Killop said nothing.

Koreen eyed him. ‘You gone soft on the lizards, boss?’

‘I don’t hold every Rahain responsible for what they did to us,’ he said, ‘especially not the slaves. What choice did they have?’

‘You used to talk about justice.’

‘The Rahain have just had their arses kicked by the alliance army. What more do you want?’

Koreen lowered her head. ‘I get it. I guess I want an apology from every single lizard, you know, some sort of acknowledgement that what they did to us was wrong. I don’t want money or land, I just want them to say sorry and mean it.’

‘A company of freed Rahain fought on our side in the battle outside the gates of the capital. Half of them died defending our fire mage.’

‘That wee lassie?’

‘She’s sixteen,’ he said. ‘Not that wee.’

‘So where are they all now?’

‘The Rahain? They went back to Severed City, and stayed there. The tunnels suit them better than the estate, and the government has 
recognised the ruling council they’ve set up. It’s a pity. I wanted to keep the clan together, but the Kellach moved here, and the Rahain stayed there.’

‘I’m glad,’ she said. ‘I’d rather not have to look at their scaly arses every day.’

Killop glanced up. The rooftops of Slateford Town were visible ahead through a stand of trees. As they approached, Killop breathed in the scent of sawdust and paint coming from the outskirts of the town, where dozens more wooden houses were being built.

Mingled with the sounds of hammers and saws were cries of anger, and Koreen glanced at Killop.

‘That will be the trouble the messenger mentioned,’ Killop said.

‘She said it was alliance soldiers again. What does that mean?’

‘They come down from the fort on their days off,’ Killop said. ‘Pay good money to get drunk.’

‘Why don’t they get drunk at their fort?’

‘The Holdings don’t approve of alcohol. It’s banned.’

Koreen raised an eyebrow. ‘Poor bastards.’

‘The soldiers tend to get into a lot of fights,’ he said, ‘usually with each other. We’ve tried watering down their beer, but they just drink more.’

‘They sound like a right laugh.’

Workers waved at them as they passed the building sites on the edge of the town. The road was wide and well-paved, and lined with low stone cottages. The only older buildings that were more than one storey high were clustered around the central town square. The road grew busier and they moved to the side as carts and wagons rumbled past, a mixture of gaien and horses pulling them.

The shouting had tailed off, and as they reached the town square they saw a squad of Kellach militia armed with clubs ringing a group of Holdings soldiers, most of whom were sitting on the cobbles. A few were nursing black eyes and burst lips.

‘Kalden,’ Killop said to the leader of the militia.

‘Chief.’

‘What’s the story?
’

‘Usual nonsense, boss,’ he said. ‘Twenty or so troopers up for a fight. Apparently a priest was giving them a telling off for drinking, and they took exception to him.’

‘A Holdings priest?’

‘Aye.’

‘Where is he now?’

‘We had to take him off the streets for his own protection. He’s with Bridget in the town hall.’

‘I’d best see what’s happening.’

Kalden nodded at the Holdings troopers. ‘I’ll be along after I’ve handed out fines to this lot.’

Killop and Koreen walked over to the largest building in the town, an old hall that they had converted into a base for the clan militia.

‘Chief,’ a guard saluted as they entered through the large wooden doors.

‘There’s an office on the top floor,’ Killop said as they climbed a set of stairs. ‘Got a great view over the town.’

At the top of the stairs a tall door was lying open, and Killop entered, Koreen a pace behind. In the centre of the room was an enormous table, upon which lay maps, their corners held down by piles of books. Sunlight poured in through a latticed window that stretched across one wall. To the left was a fireplace, where Bridget was sitting. Opposite her sat a dark-skinned man, young and thin, almost emaciated. He was wearing long black robes, and his hair had been cropped.

‘Morning, Bridget,’ Killop said.

‘Morning, Chief. How’s the head, Koreen?’

‘Walked off the hangover,’ she said, crossing to a small table where jugs and cups were set out. ‘Beer?’

‘Aye,’ Killop said.

‘Thanks,’ said Bridget. ‘Water for our guest.’

Koreen poured out three mugs of beer and a cup of water. ‘Killop took us through the vineyards. Conal might have found himself a job.’

Bridget nodded as she was handed a mug.

Koreen passed the other mug to Killop, and the water to the 
Holdings man, who was watching them with narrow eyes.

‘Busy morning?’ Killop asked as he sat.

‘The usual,’ Bridget said. ‘A few arrivals. One of them’s actually literate, would you fucking believe. Hired her right away. She starts teaching in the school tomorrow. Then I got interrupted by this arsehole sitting here.’

‘I can speak Kellach, ma’am,’ the Holdings man said.

‘I know,’ she said. ‘I already heard you do it. As I was saying, I heard some shouting in the square, and looked out to see this eejit ranting at some drunken troopers, practically frothing at the mouth he was. Kalden had to go out with a squad before it turned into a proper riot.’

Killop gazed at the Holdings man. ‘Why have we not sent him on his way?’

‘Says he has a legal right to be here.’

‘On whose authority?’

Bridget nodded at the man. ‘Show him your letter.’

‘Can he read?’ the man said.

‘Course he can, ya cheeky wee bastard.’

The man scowled, then reached into his robes and pulled out a rolled up document.

Killop took it from his hands and unrolled it.

‘The relevant clause,’ the man said, ‘is near the bottom. All religious missionaries must be allowed to travel unhindered. I have been sent here to preach the truth of the Creator. You cannot refuse me.’

‘This treaty,’ said Killop, ‘is between Emperor Guilliam and the Rahain Republic.’

‘Yes?’

‘Then it doesn’t apply here. Chancellor Laodoc assigned clan sovereignty to the entire estate. There’s a copy of the decree hanging on the wall of the mansion if you’d like to see it.’

The Holdings man smirked.

‘We thought you might try that approach,’ he said, pulling another scroll from his robes.

Killop snorted as he read it
.

‘That fool Duncan,’ he said, glancing at Bridget, ‘he’s put his name to a similar treaty…’

‘You call your chief a fool?’ the Holdings man said.

‘Duncan isn’t our chief,’ Killop said. ‘He rules the Kellach up on the Plateau, not here.’

‘The Emperor has given him authority over every Kellach Brigdomin, no matter where they live.’

‘Tough shit. I don’t recognise his authority. In fact, I couldn’t give a fuck about the Emperor either. We have autonomy here, we don’t have to listen to anything you say.’

The Holdings man said nothing, his eyes glaring.

Bridget shrugged. ‘Well, there’s your answer. I told you that’s what he’d say. Now, Father…?’

‘I’m not a priest,’ the man said. ‘I am Deacon Millar of the One True Path.’

‘All right, Deacon Millar of the One True Path,’ Bridget smirked. ‘I’ll get the militia to escort you off the estate. I assume you sneaked in among the troopers?’

The deacon ignored her. He fell to his knees, and reached out his arms in supplication.

‘It shames me to beg, but the true faith is worth more than my vanity or pride. Please, Chief Killop of the Severed Clan, allow me to spread the word of the Creator to your people, allow me to save their souls.’

‘Their what?’

‘Their souls, Chief,’ Millar said. ‘The spirit that remains after the body dies.’

Killop laughed. ‘Nothing remains after death but dry bones and dust.’

‘You’re wrong, Chief,’ Millar said. ‘Have faith in the Creator in this life, and he will reward you in the next.’

Killop frowned, and glanced at Bridget and Koreen.

‘Well, Chief?’ Millar asked.

Killop nodded to a guard standing by the door
.

‘Fetch a couple of militia,’ he said. ‘For his own safety, Deacon Millar will need an escort out of Slateford.’

The guard nodded and left.

‘You’re making a mistake,’ Millar said, getting to his feet. ‘I will have to report this to my superiors in the church.’

‘Go right ahead,’ Killop said. ‘Tell them I’m not going to tolerate their religion here.’

Two guards appeared at the door.

Bridget glanced at them. ‘Take this gentleman to the borders of the estate,’ she said, ‘and inform the guards there that he is not to be re-admitted.’

‘Aye,’ said one. Millar walked forward, and the three left the room.

‘That was a bit harsh,’ Koreen said, sipping from her mug of beer. ‘I thought you’d be more relaxed about that sort of thing. Isn’t your girlfriend from the Holdings? She won’t be too happy if she can’t practise her religion. Is she religious?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Seems like quite an important thing not to know, boss.’

‘Truth is,’ he said, ‘I don’t know that much about her.’

Koreen glanced over at Bridget. ‘What do you think?’

‘About Daphne or about religion?’

‘Daphne. Is that her name?’

‘Aye,’ Bridget said. ‘As far as I know, she’s not religious. She never mentioned it to me anyway.’

‘You’ve spoken to her?’

‘Twice.’

Koreen frowned. ‘You’re basing a lot of hope on a girl you hardly know, boss. A foreign girl as well. How does the rest of your council feel about this?’

‘That’s a touchy subject,’ Bridget said. ‘I’m the only person apart from Killop that’s met Daphne, nobody else knows her at all. And most of the council are still pissed off about Larissa leaving.’

‘Larissa?’ Koreen said. ‘Who’s she?’

Bridget groaned. ‘I’m going to need another drink for this.’
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Sami picked up his glass, and eyed the contents.

‘What’s this?’

Shella looked up from the pile of letters on the table in front of her. ‘Apple juice.’

‘But I always have wine for lunch.’

‘Yeah, well we’re out of wine.’

Sami frowned and turned to Daly, who stood nearby in attendance.

‘Can you get me some Kellach ale?’ he said. ‘I can feel a headache coming on.’

‘I’m sorry, sir,’ Daly said, ‘but I’m afraid we currently have no alcohol left in our stocks.’

‘Well why don’t you go and get some?’

‘Don’t get snippy,’ Shella said. ‘It’s not his fault.’

‘But sis,’ Sami said, ‘we are going to get more, aren’t we?’

She picked up a slice of beef with a fork and took a bite. ‘Tell him, Daly.’

‘Tell me what?’ Sami said.

‘First thing this morning, sir’ Daly said, ‘the Lord Chamberlain announced that the empire will be strictly enforcing the prohibition on 
all intoxicants. From now on, only Kellach Brigdomin will be allowed to drink alcohol, and only within their city quarter. Any Holdings, Rahain or Rakanese will be fined or imprisoned if caught intoxicated, or in possession of any banned substance.’

‘But we have diplomatic immunity!’

‘Not any more, I’m afraid, sir. The orders were quite explicit that there were to be no exceptions.’

‘Then we’ll have to send someone to the Kellach quarter…’ Sami spluttered.

‘Church wardens are searching everyone coming out of that part of the city,’ Shella said. ‘They’ve already raided a dozen drinking holes, and arrested everyone who isn’t Kellach.’

‘Why are those big bastards allowed it?’ Sami yelled, his face red. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘They’re allowed it for now,’ Shella said, ‘but the Emperor’s put up their taxes, and promised to close down any establishment caught selling to non-Kellach. He’s tightening the screw. Eventually I reckon he’ll ban it for them too.’

Sami got to his feet, knocking over the apple juice with his elbow. He stared at the puddle soaking into the tablecloth, then stormed off.

‘Where are you going?’ Shella asked.

‘I think I have a hip-flask under my bed.’

Shella watched him take the stairs up to his apartment.

‘He’s going to have a hard time of it,’ she said to Daly. ‘Keep an eye out for him. I don’t think he’s gone a day without a drink for thirds.’

‘Of course, your Highness.’

Shella put down the fork and picked up a paper from the top of the pile.

‘Another ordinance from the chamberlain’s office,’ she muttered, scanning the document, ‘informing us that the Holdings cavalry is to be converted into a new imperial army, open to all five peoples. They want us to advertise this, they’re after volunteers from Arakhanah.’

Daly nodded, taking notes in his little book
.

She put down the paper, and opened a large pouch, stamped with the insignia of her home government.

Her eyes widened as she looked at the first document to emerge.

‘Holy shit.’

‘Your Highness?’

‘Read this.’ She passed him the paper. ‘Fuck, I need a drink now.’

Daly gasped as he gazed at the paper in his hands. ‘I thought you would be pleased, your Highness. This is a tremendous honour for you.’

‘The fuck it is. Why now? Why have they decided to recognise that I’m a princess now? It goes against the whole idea of democracy.’

Daly pursed his lips.

‘You know what I reckon?’ Shella went on. ‘The Rakanese government was thinking, “the Emperor keeps demanding things, what can we give him that won’t cost us anything?”, and the answer was me. They’ll bite down on their pride, and start calling me your Highness, and hopefully buy some time with the empire.’

Daly said nothing.

‘I know what you think,’ Shella said. ‘You dish out the fancy titles, but deep down you know all that stuff is horseshit. Well, so do I. I never asked to be a princess, it’s not my fault my crazy sister was a fucking megalomaniac.’

‘Quite, your Highness.’

‘Pass it back here,’ she said, reaching out her hand. Daly held the document out for her.

‘There’s no mention of Sami,’ she said, reading it in more detail.

‘None, your Highness,’ Daly said. ‘Perhaps Arakhanah City deems one royal quite enough.’

‘And,’ she went on, ‘I’m to be heirless, and without any statutory powers.’

‘A figurehead, your Highness.’

‘And… fuck me, I have to go back to Arakhanah for a coronation.’

‘So you may view your loyal subjects…’

‘Don’t get smart,’ she said. She put down the paper and lit a cigarette. ‘At least they haven’t banned these.
’

‘I wish they would, your Highness,’ Daly said, ‘but seeing as how most Holdings are addicted to the things I don’t see much likelihood of that.’

‘I’ll need you to stay here while I’m gone,’ she said. ‘You can look after the place, and keep a leash on Sami.’

‘When will you be leaving, your Highness?’

‘They’ve scheduled the coronation for the last day of the first third of autumn. I’ll have to be off within a few days to comfortably make it. Shit. I hate travelling.’

‘I’ll cancel the rest of your calendar, your Highness, and send out word of the news. We have a lot to prepare.’

‘Hey, at least I’ll be able to get a drink in Arakhanah.’

‘Will you be visiting your family, your Highness?’

Shella frowned. Before she could answer, there was a knock on the door, and one of the embassy staff entered.

‘Ma’am,’ she said. ‘There’s a visitor for you downstairs in reception.’

Daly turned. ‘Does this visitor have an appointment, Jodie? Her Royal Highness is rather busy.’

‘He insisted it couldn’t wait,’ Jodie replied.

‘Who is it?’ Shella asked.

‘A priest, ma’am,’ Jodie said. ‘Said his name was Father Rijon.’

Shella’s expression fell.

‘Ma’am?’

‘Okay,’ she muttered. ‘I suppose, if I must. Tell him to wait there and I’ll be down soon.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ Jodie said, and left the room, closing the door behind her.

‘Do you know this priest, your Highness?’ Daly asked.

‘Used to.’

‘If you don’t mind me saying, your Highness, you don’t appear to be very happy about the prospect of renewing your acquaintance.’

‘He’s a dick.’

Daly inclined his head. ‘Perhaps, your Highness. But his name is known to me, though I have never met the man. It is said that he’s a 
powerful vision mage, one of the most powerful after the Lord Vicar himself.’

Shella pushed her plate away. ‘I’m going upstairs to change. Might as well look the part.’

‘What about the rest of the papers, your Highness?’ he said, pointing at the still considerable pile of documents and correspondence lying untouched on the table.

‘They’ll have to wait,’ she said. ‘I’ll do them later.’
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Father Rijon looked older than she remembered. Or maybe he was just gaunter, his cheeks more hollow than they had been before. He stood when she entered the small reception room, his long black robes trailing on the rug by the fireplace.

‘Greetings Princess Shella,’ he said. ‘May I say how good it is to see you?’

‘You may,’ she replied, walking over to him, ‘but you’d be lying.’

‘Not at all, princess. When the Lord Vicar asked me to come over to relay his message, I felt glad of the opportunity.’

‘Next time tell him to send me a letter.’

‘Ah,’ he smiled. ‘I remember that about you. Your caustic wit, covering up your insecurities and fears. It’s most endearing.’

‘At least I have something to cover up. You’re just an empty shell. No conscious, no heart, you’re barely a man at all.’

‘I must protest,’ he smiled. ‘I do possess a heart. It merely happens to be focussed on the end, rather than the means. But the end, my dear princess, will be worth it.’

Shella frowned. ‘I’m not going to pretend to know what the fuck you’re talking about.’

‘And I’m not here to lecture you on the holy purpose of the church. I have come to offer you the Lord Vicar’s congratulations on your forthcoming royal investiture.’

‘You know about that already, eh?
’

‘Of course. The Lord Vicar is pleased that the Rakanese government has at last seen sense on this matter.’

Shella sat by the fireside. ‘Frankly, I struggle to see why he’d care.’

Rijon sat down by her, and took a silver cigarette case from a pocket in his robes. He offered one to Shella, and lit it for her.

‘I understand that you’ll be returning to Arakhanah City for a while.’

‘Yeah, so?’

‘The Lord Vicar is of the opinion that this trip will afford you the perfect opportunity to see that your government fulfils its sworn duty to the empire.’

‘He wants me to recruit soldiers for his new army?’

‘Well, naturally,’ Rijon said, flicking ash into the fire. ‘But that, as I’m sure you’re aware, was not the duty I was referring to.’

Shella said nothing.

‘Mages, Shella.’

‘Oh?’

‘Go to Arakhanah,’ he said. ‘Have fun, get crowned, visit your family. You can even get drunk if you want to, I doubt our laws have reached every inch of swamp in your homeland. Yet. But when you return Shella, you will be accompanied by volunteer Rakanese flow mages, each of whom will be delivered to the institute the moment you set foot back inside the imperial capital.’

‘Or what?’ she said, leaning forward.

‘It’s simple,’ he replied. ‘If you return without mages, then you yourself will be selected for the institute. You’re a decent enough mage, I’m sure the deacons will find a use for you. And we’ll be keeping a close watch on your brother while you’re gone, in case you think about not returning.’

‘You touch Sami and I’ll kill you.’

Rijon shook his head. ‘You can drop the tough act. I see your mind. I know you’re frightened.’

‘Are you in my fucking head?
’

‘My dear,’ he said. ‘If only you knew how often I’ve read your thoughts, seen your deepest fears, and felt your innermost desires.’

She stood, backing away, her right hand half-raised.

‘Oh, such anger,’ he smirked. ‘Ha. You kill me, your life ends. All those embassy staff that you imagine are conspiring against you? You’re not paranoid, they are. Most of your own people loathe you, and would betray you for no other reason than to boast about it. From the quantity of evidence they have already submitted to us regarding your activities here in the embassy, I would say that a narcotics and alcohol conviction would be ludicrously easy to obtain. So there you have it. Bring back mages for us and your life will be as easy as it was before. Don’t, and, well…’

‘Get out, Rijon. Now.’

He stood, and smoothed down the front of his robes.

‘Of course, princess,’ he said, striding for the door. ‘It’s been a pleasure, as always.’

Shella stood frozen as he passed her. Her flow powers tingled through her fingertips, but she forced her hand down.

He turned at the door, and smiled. ‘Have a lovely trip.’
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‘Fucking bastard!’ Shella screamed, as the glass vase she had thrown shattered off the wall.

Kalayne sat crossed legged on her bed, watching, a smokestick balanced on his lips.

She turned to face the old man. ‘I want to kill him.’

‘Perhaps you will one day,’ Kalayne said, exhaling smoke.

Shella squinted. ‘Have you had a vision of it?’

‘Oh you believe me now, do you? So, who was this man?’

‘A Holdings priest.’

‘A mage?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Did he see into your mind?
’

‘Yeah,’ she said, taking the smokestick from him as she slumped back onto the bed.

‘May I take a look?’ he said.

‘Why the fuck not?’ she spat. ‘Every other freak’s had a go.’

He stared at her for a moment, his eyes bulging.

‘Rijon,’ he said.

She leaned up on an elbow. ‘You can tell it was him?’

He snorted. ‘They’re like clumsy children given an expensive toy, but without the first idea of how to use it.’

‘And you’re so much better than them, are you?’

‘Of course,’ he frowned. ‘A giant among infants.’

‘And is Daphne an infant too?’

He gave a faint smile. ‘Not any more. She’s a head above the rest of them now. I’m an excellent teacher.’

‘I don’t suppose you could teach me how to stop those bastards getting into my head?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. Those without vision powers have no real conscious lucidity. It’s almost like they’re all sleeping, completely unaware of the world of true sight.’

‘Thanks.’

He narrowed his eyes at her. ‘What did you expect? Do you think I have any inkling of the wonders you perceive when you use your flow powers? I cannot even begin to imagine. Nor would I want to, to be honest. I prefer looking at bodies from the outside.’

She smiled. ‘Blood is quite beautiful.’

‘You are very odd. Though you’re not as stupid as I thought you were when we first met. In fact, I am sufficiently pleased by your company. You know, there is something I can do for you. Rijon’s traces are still fresh, and I could, well, persuade your mind to block him, if he ever tries it again.’

Shella grinned. ‘Yes, please.’

She sat up, and crossed her legs, sitting opposite the old Kell man, who towered a foot over her.

He stared at her again, and she felt a hazy sensation behind her 
eyes.

‘All done,’ he said. ‘Should last a while.’

‘It’s not permanent then?’

‘People’s minds change all the time,’ he said. ‘To make something permanent I would have to cut a lot deeper, and trust me, it would not be pleasant.’

‘Good enough,’ she said. ‘Thanks.’

‘You can repay me in sex if you like.’

‘Read my mind again.’

He squinted at her, then raised an eyebrow. ‘Such hostility.’

‘I’d repay you in booze,’ she said, ‘but you appear to have drunk it all.’

‘With ample assistance from yourself.’

‘And now we’ve none.’

‘We could always get some.’

‘Where?’

‘The Kellach quarter. I could take you.’

‘You’d be fine, but I wouldn’t get past the wardens.’

‘Don’t worry about them,’ he said. ‘I know all the back ways, and bars where no one will ask any questions. And remember, I can make people forget they have seen us.’

Shella bit her lip, wondering what would happen if she were arrested.

‘Sounds like a laugh,’ she said. ‘Let’s do it.’

Kalayne grinned down at her.

‘But remember,’ she said, ‘it’s not a date. Don’t get any funny ideas.’

‘Oh, my dear,’ he said. ‘Much too late for that.’
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An unmarked carriage took them through the new merchants’ district, close to the old Emergency Wall. Much of it was still standing, but a large hole had been knocked through to join the city to the Kellach quarter
.

Shella felt a chill note in the night air as they stepped out of the carriage. With only the old man for company, she felt freer than she had for a long time. They had waited until Daly, Sami and most of the staff had gone to bed, and ghosted past the rest, slipping by guards and out through a back door. The carriage had dropped them off in a dark lane that led to a larger street. Beyond that was the archway through the wall that led into the Kellach quarter.

Walls were being constructed to enclose the entire district. High and strong, they followed the line of the rampart that had protected the city during the Sanang siege. Within the half-completed circuit wall, what had been a refugee camp was now a crowded, bustling quarter, with narrow streets in the shadows of high wooden tenements, with shops, forges, workshops and drinking dens lining the main routes.

New sentry posts blocked the road through the archway, and a couple of torches lit up where wardens stood on watch. There were no people out on the street on the New Town side, but the faint sound of voices was coming from the Kellach quarter beyond the wall.

‘What do we do now?’ she whispered.

Kalayne frowned. ‘Follow me, of course.’

He turned his back to the main road, and walked down the side lane, keeping to the deep shadows under the eaves of the buildings. Ahead, the wall of the Old Town loomed. As they neared it, Kalayne stopped in front of a small stone shack that abutted the base of the wall. He knocked on the battered old door, its paint peeling off in ribbons.

‘There’s no way through that new wall,’ he said as they waited, ‘but the Old Town wall has more than one secret passage, burrowed over decades.’

Shella pulled her black cloak around her, and tugged the deep hood down over her face.

The door opened a crack, and an old Holdings woman stared through the gap.

‘You again?’ she said.

‘Aye.’

‘Just the two of you?
’

‘Aye.’

‘Ten shillings each, or one gold sovereign for both.’

Kalayne nodded, and thumbed at Shella. ‘She’ll pay.’

Shella reached into her purse, and handed the old woman a coin.

‘Come on then, my darlings,’ the old woman said, opening the door for them to pass through into the shack. The woman pocketed the coin and pulled back a rug on the floor to reveal a trapdoor.

Kalayne grabbed the iron handle and lifted the wooden flap.

Shella peered through, but saw only darkness.

‘Here,’ the old woman said, handing her a lamp.

‘You first,’ Kalayne said.

Shella held the lamp in one hand and sat on the floor, her legs dangling over the edge of the hole. From the dim light she could see a wooden ladder going down. She descended, hearing the boots of Kalayne above her as he followed. They reached the bottom where a tunnel began, and Kalayne waved up to the old woman, who lowered the trapdoor without a sound.

He nodded, and they made their way down the tunnel. After a few yards, a newer tunnel branched off to the left.

‘The tunnel used to link the Old Town to the market,’ he said as they walked. ‘But since the Kellach arrived, someone built this new way.’

‘And the church wardens don’t know of it?’

‘They’ve found a few other tunnels,’ he said, ‘but the Old Town is riddled with them. A good place to hide, by the way, should the situation ever call for it.’

They reached another ladder, and climbed. At the top, they pushed open a trapdoor.

Shella poked her head through and saw a small, dark room, where two Kellach sat, watching her.

‘I suppose we have to pay you as well?’ she asked.

The female Kellach laughed. ‘You only pay on the way out. Don’t you know anything?’

‘Whesht hen,’ Kalayne said. ‘My friend is unaware of the etiquette.’

‘Oh, hi Kalayne ya auld bastard,’ the Kellach woman said. ‘Didnae 
see ye there.’

Shella and Kalayne pulled themselves up into the room.

‘Many wardens out tonight?’ Kalayne said.

‘A fair few.’

‘Any raids?’

‘Donnelly’s place got busted an hour ago,’ the Kellach woman said. ‘Wardens caught one of the Holdings folk hiding in the piss-hut. Gave him a right doing.’

Shella frowned.

‘Having second thoughts?’ Kalayne asked. ‘I could always take you back.’

‘Fuck that,’ Shella said. ‘You promised me a night out. You’re not getting out of it that easily.’

The Kellach woman grinned.

‘Way’s clear,’ said the Kellach man, who was squinting through a shutter.

‘Right,’ said Kalayne. ‘We shall be seeing you later on.’

He gestured to Shella, and they walked to the door. Kalayne opened it and peered to either side, before stepping out onto the dark street. Shella followed him, and the door was closed behind her. She turned, and blinked. The door was invisible, disguised as part of a timber wall. Above, five floors of wooden tenement towered over them.

‘Remember this place,’ Kalayne said, ‘in case we get separated.’

She looked around, trying to take in every detail of her surroundings.

‘Are we going far?’

Kalayne took off down the narrow street without answering. She tutted and followed. They went between high tenements, with the road only a few yards wide in places. There was no street lighting, and Shella stumbled in the darkness.

‘Staggering before you’ve had a drink, eh?’ Kalayne smirked. ‘Ah, here we are. The Sleeping Bear.’

He pointed down a narrow alley, where light was spilling from under a door
.

Kalayne strode to the door, checked the alley both ways, and knocked. A grille opened, and a pair of eyes glared out.

‘That you, Benny?’ Kalayne asked.

The door was unlatched and opened. A massive man with red hair stood behind the threshold.

‘Brought a friend, have you?’ he asked.

‘Nothing gets past you, Benny.’

The big Kellach man smirked as he let them pass by him into a hallway. ‘You’ll need to take her to the back room. Wardens have been in tonight already.’

Benny closed the door, and bolted the latch.

‘They find anyone who shouldn’t have been here?’ Shella asked from under her hood.

‘Do you think I’d still be open for business if they had?’

‘This is my first time in the Kellach quarter.’

Benny frowned at Kalayne. ‘And you brought her here?’

The old man shrugged. ‘Good ale.’

Benny led them through another door and down a flight of steps into the basement. Shella caught a glimpse of a large drinking room, full of smoke and drunk Kellach Brigdomin, but Benny ushered them past it and into a storeroom, where he uncovered a hidden door and pushed it open.

‘Five gold up front,’ he said, putting his hand out.

‘That’d better be for both of us,’ Kalayne said.

‘Aye,’ Benny grinned. ‘The usual one for you. Four for her.’

Shella reached into her purse and counted out the coins. ‘Here.’

Benny smiled. He gestured with his arm towards the open entrance.

Kalayne walked through. Shella crossed the threshold then paused, glancing up at Benny.

‘What do four gold coins get me, exactly?’

‘All the ale you can drink,’ Benny said. ‘Spirits are extra, especially anything decent. Weed also costs more.’

‘That’s very expensive ale.’

‘Considering the risk I’m running letting you in, four’s cheap.
’

He put a hand on the door and began to close it.

‘If you hear three thumps on the ceiling,’ he said, ‘that means the wardens are back. Shut the fuck up and stay where you are. I’ll come down to tell you when they’ve gone.’

Shella opened her mouth to reply, but he swung the door shut.

She turned.

Ahead of her was a low corridor, which opened up onto a room where candles were flickering. She headed for the light and entered the chamber. Damp stains spread up the roughly-plastered walls, and the floor was earthen and sticky. A dozen tables were scattered across the floor, with under half occupied. She saw Kalayne at one, talking to a woman.

She walked over and sat next to him. The woman turned to gaze at her.

‘Keeping the hood on, are ye hen?’ she asked.

‘Yeah.’

The woman squinted down at her.

‘Here, Kalayne,’ she said. ‘She’s awfy wee. Ye’ve not brought a bairn, have ye?’

Kalayne snorted. ‘She’s a grown fucking woman, Bertha. What the fuck do you take me for?’

‘Sorry,’ Bertha said. ‘Just checking.’

‘I’m thirty,’ Shella said. ‘That old enough?’

Bertha nodded. ‘Ale?’

‘Ale.’
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Shella’s legs wobbled as she made her way back from the latrines. The Kellach ale was strong, and tasted good, but it made her want to pee every ten minutes.

She tottered over to her table and sat.

‘It’s been a while since I’ve had to bare my ass in such a literal shithole,’ she said. ‘You’re probably more used to it, eh Kalayne?
’

She looked up. The old man wasn’t sitting at the table, and there was no sign of him in the bar.

‘Hey, Bertha?’ Shella called over to the Kellach serving woman. ‘Where’d he go?’

Bertha shrugged. ‘Pisser, most likely, hen.’

Shella nodded and took a sip of ale. She caught someone stare in her direction and glanced over. A Holdings man was at a nearby table, with a bottle of brandy in front of him.

‘What the fuck you looking at?’ Shella said.

‘Someone who shouldn’t be here.’

‘Speak for yourself. We’re both getting clapped in chains if the wardens turn up.’

He picked up the bottle and two glasses, and walked over to Shella’s table.

‘Don’t concern yourself about the wardens,’ he said, sitting next to her. ‘I heard they’ve already been here tonight. They never hit the same place twice.’

‘I don’t fucking remember inviting you over.’

He poured two measures of brandy.

‘I was intrigued by your voice,’ he said. ‘I thought I recognised it for a moment. I must be mistaken, however, for the person I thought the voice belonged to would never do anything as foolish as come into the Kellach quarter at night to partake in forbidden pleasures.’

She squinted at him.

He took out a small case and opened it. ‘Cigarette, miss?’

He withdrew two and lit them both. She took one from him, and picked up her glass.

She took a sip. ‘Urgh,’ she grimaced. ‘How much you pay for that?’

He pulled a face as he drank from his own glass. ‘Too much.’

‘It’ll do,’ she said. ‘Had worse.’

‘If this is the best we’re going to get from now on,’ he said, ‘the days are dark indeed.’

‘Who are you, then?’

His face fell a little
.

‘Am I supposed to know who you are?’ she asked.

‘No, no,’ he said. ‘I was maybe a little well-known. For a while at any rate.’

‘Well?’

‘My name’s Benel.’

Shella thought for a moment.

‘The mage from the war? You were in the victory parade, I think.’

‘That’s me.’

‘I remember now,’ she said. ‘You were the one who broke through the Rahain tunnel. What the fuck’s a war hero doing in a dump like this?’

He smirked. ‘You think I’m a hero?’

‘How the fuck should I know?’ she said, drinking more of the brandy. ‘I wasn’t there. I don’t know what you did. Anyway, if you’re a hero, then why are you still here, in the city? Are there not rebels needing to be crushed in southern Rahain?’

Benel slumped back in his seat, glowering.

‘I’ve been transferred,’ he said.

‘To a position that involves doing fuck all?’ Shella said. ‘You don’t look like you’re in any kind of shape for fighting.’

‘All cavalry mage-scouts are now under the authority of the church,’ he said. ‘The Emperor took them from the army, and gave them to the fucking Lord Vicar.’

‘You mean you work for the church now?’ she whispered.

‘Got my orders yesterday. I have to report to the institute tomorrow morning.’

Shella nodded. ‘What powers do you have?’

‘From battle all the way up to inner.’

‘I thought all Holdings mages with inner-vision already worked for the church.’

Benel grimaced. ‘A small number of us didn’t exhibit inner-vision when they tested us, and escaped having to become priests. I didn’t know I had it until I was eighteen.’

‘Is that what happened to Daphne Holdfast?
’

‘I believe so,’ Benel said, ‘though I don’t know much about her. Anyway, there are not many mages like me, and I guess the church have always wanted to get their claws into us.’

‘And now they have.’

Benel frowned. ‘Indeed.’

‘I can see why you’d want to get drunk.’

He lifted his glass. ‘Care to join me?’
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By the fifth glass Kalayne had not returned.

‘My old squad loved me, you know,’ Benel said, leaning back on his chair, his feet up on a stool. Shella watched him from the other side of the table, her eyelids heavy, a cigarette dangling from her lips. ‘They would have done anything for me,’ he went on. ‘Loyalty like that lives in you forever.’

‘You’re so full of shit,’ Shella said. ‘No wonder they dumped your ass here in the capital. They were probably sick of hearing your crap.’

‘You should smile more.’

‘Fuck you,’ she said. ‘How do you know I’m not smiling now?’

‘I can hear the scowl in your voice,’ he said. ‘But why don’t you pull back the hood? I knew who you were as soon as you spoke. I’ve seen you in court, back when I was, you know, a war hero. Your words.’

‘If you know who I am,’ she said, ‘you don’t need to see my face.’

‘Yes, but I like looking at beautiful women. As I said, I’ve seen you before.’

‘You’ve no chance, Benel,’ she said. ‘So don’t start trying to flirt.’

‘Miss, I am offended,’ he said, ‘I thought I’d been flirting with you all night.’

‘You just want to say you fucked a princess.’

‘There is that,’ Benel said, taking a draw of his cigarette, ‘but there is also the lure of danger.’

‘The danger that I’ll make your brains bleed out from your nose?’

‘You haven’t heard the new proclamation?’ he said. ‘The Emperor 
has decreed that any relations between people of the different races of this world is a crime against the Creator.’

‘What?’ she said. ‘Shit. Must have missed that at lunch.’ She shook her head. ‘They can’t do that. They can’t stop people from getting together. It’s fucking outrageous.’

‘I’d like to think that certain valiant souls, like you and I for instance, could take a stand against this ridiculous law.’

She raised an eyebrow. He wasn’t bad looking, she thought, when he kept his mouth shut.

He lifted his glass. ‘People should be allowed to fuck who they like, that’s what I say.’

Shella stubbed out a cigarette. ‘Shit,’ she said. ‘I need to be getting home.’

‘Oh I never go home this late,’ Benel said. ‘Staggering about these streets drunk? No chance.’

She frowned.

‘Benny’s got rooms above here,’ Benel said. ‘Charges a fair bit for them, but it’s far easier to slip out of the Kellach quarter in the morning, sober and carrying not a drop on you. I take a carriage, of course.’

Benel lifted the brandy bottle. ‘Another?’

Shella glanced around the room. Still no Kalayne.

‘Bertha,’ he called over to the bar.

‘Aye, son?’

‘You and Benny got a room for me tonight?’

‘Aye, son. Usual price.’

‘Thanks, Bertha.’ He turned back to Shella. ‘See?’

She wondered what time she could get back to the embassy, if they left at dawn.

‘Okay,’ she said.

He poured her a drink.

‘Here’s to my last night of freedom,’ he said, raising his glass.

‘I’m still not promising anything.’

‘My dear princess,’ he said, clinking her glass, ‘where’s the fun in playing by the rules?’
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The sky to the west was shaded in golden rose. The low sun dazzled off the surface of the Inner Sea, making Daphne’s eyes water as she helped carry their bags to the side of the boat. Sailors were shouting down to the dockers gathering on the jetty, and the sails were being lowered. The boat juddered as it was pulled close against the smooth stone, and the ropes were secured.

‘That’s everything, miss,’ Bedig said, his right arm gripping a trunk. Harnessed to his chest was Karalyn facing outwards, her dark hair flying in the sea breeze. She was kicking her legs out and squirming. Bedig frowned.

‘That’s a great harness you made,’ Daphne said. ‘Thanks again for carrying her.’

‘Aye?’ Bedig said, gazing down at the top of the infant’s head. ‘I’m slightly regretting it now.’

‘She’ll settle soon,’ Daphne said, touching the baby’s cheek. Karalyn looked up and smiled.

My daughter, Daphne thought. I’m a mother. An actual parent.

‘You all right?’ Bedig said
.

‘Fine,’ Daphne said. ‘Are you ready for Rainsby?’

‘Let’s just get it over with.’

‘We’ll only be here one night. Two at the most. Just as long as it takes to buy what we need.’

‘It stinks like a piss trough,’ he said, gazing out over the dark wooden rooftops of the town. ‘What a dump.’

‘But it’s Kellach Brigdomin who live here now, instead of Rahain. I thought you’d like it more this time round.’

He shrugged. ‘We’ll see.’

A Rahain sailor approached them.

‘Sir, madam?’ He gestured to the gangplank leading down to the jetty.

Bedig helped Daphne on with her backpack, the strap going round the armour protecting her crippled left arm. She nodded at the sailor, and went down the gangway first, keeping her eyes fixed on the slender plank beneath her feet. She stepped onto the solid stone of the jetty, and a flicker of a smile crossed her lips. She gazed around. Rahain sailors and dockers mixed with Kellach labourers, while Holdings troopers stood around in groups, eyeing the crowds with lazy stares.

Bedig arrived next to her. Karalyn was craning her neck, wide-eyed as she looked around.

‘Let’s find the nearest decent place to stay,’ Daphne said.

She went ahead, squeezing her way through the bustle of people, with Bedig close behind. She pulled on a small thread of battle-vision, just enough to take in the docks, and catch if anyone was looking in their direction, but apart from idle glances, no one was paying them any attention.

‘You settled on names for us?’ Bedig said.

‘I’m Beth of Hold Down,’ she said. ‘You’re my servant, Damon.’

He frowned.

She laughed. ‘Come on, do you think I’d make you a Domm? No, you can be Bryde. Sounds like the kind of name you lot have.’

‘Used to know a Bryde.’

‘Well then,’ she said. ‘Bryde it is.
’

They came off the jetty onto a wharf lined with a long row of warehouses. The paved ground was littered with piles of crates, and wagons with both gaien and horses hitched to them. Workers swarmed over the wharf, and Daphne had to push her way through. Beyond the docks and the warehouses stood the town wall, with the road leading up to a harbour-facing entrance.

The gates were wide open, and an even larger crowd was assembled in the courtyard in front of them.

‘We arrived on a holiday or something?’ Bedig asked.

‘What are they all doing?’ Daphne said. ‘Are they watching something?’

‘Or somebody,’ Bedig said. ‘There’s a group over by the town wall up on crates. I think the crowd’s looking at them.’

‘Can we get through?’

‘It’ll be tight, but I think so.’

As they neared the crowd of Kellach, she realised that everyone was watching a group of Holdings. Half a dozen dark-skinned men and women in robes were up on a makeshift platform, with more surrounding them on the ground. They were speaking to the gathered crowd, though they were too far away for her to hear what they were saying.

‘Preachers,’ Bedig muttered.

Daphne reached the edge of the crowd, and began to make her way through. Bedig put a hand out and gripped a handle of her backpack as he followed.

Words started to come through from the platform.

‘You have lost your faith, we understand that,’ a strong voice was telling the crowd. ‘When the Rahain destroyed your holy mountain, you despaired. You believed your beloved god to be dead. But rejoice I say to you, rejoice! Your Fire God Pyre was not destroyed, for he is but one manifestation of the all-loving Creator, and the Creator cannot die. He loves you as he loves all the peoples of this world. Over time, your traditions replaced his name with that of Pyre, but the truth remained, that 
the Kellach Brigdomin are a people made by the Creator and loved by the Creator.’

The Holdings man paused. A few in the crowd shuffled their feet.

‘Excuse me,’ Daphne said, pushing her way past a grizzled old man.

‘Now you must prove yourselves worthy of the Creator’s love,’ the speaker went on. ‘Turn your backs on the wickedness that has overtaken your hearts. Purify yourselves, for only in a pure state can you ever hope to be blessed. Forsake your drunkenness and your shameful promiscuity, cast away the drugs that are rotting your souls, and open your hearts to the true Creator. Give unto him your passions and your spirit, not to the bottle, or to the weedsmoke, or to the whores, those foul wanton wretches.’

Daphne, Bedig and the baby were close to the gates. Some in the crowd were restless, but most were standing in silence. Karalyn let out a loud wail.

Daphne glanced over to the platform, noticing that the speaker had stopped.

The Holdings seemed to be arguing among themselves, then one of them looked in her direction.

‘Come on Bedig,’ she muttered.

The masses of people thinned, and Daphne emerged in front of the gates. She checked to make sure Bedig and Karalyn were close behind, and entered the town.

‘Did they know we were due to arrive?’ Bedig asked as they walked at a brisk pace down the cobbled street. Traders, beggars and soldiers filled the road, and the crowd watching the preachers was soon out of sight. ‘Do you think they set up in the harbour so they could see us come in?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe they’re always there. It doesn’t matter, I think we got away with it.’

They stood to the side to allow a large wagon piled with crates to pass. Ramshackle wooden buildings lined the road, interspersed with the blackened stumps of stone walls, relics of the town prior to its capture by the Sanang eight thirds before. The population was Kellach 
in the main, she noticed, apart from the troopers and a few Rahain. And Bedig had been right, the place stank.

‘Woah,’ Bedig said. ‘Did you see the size of that fucking rat?’

‘Hey!’ Daphne said. ‘Not in front of Karalyn, please.’

‘She’s too wee to understand,’ he said, as they stepped back onto the busy road and continued towards the centre of town. ‘And,’ he went on, ‘we’re in a town of clansfolk, and we’re going to see Killop, who’ll be surrounded by more clansfolk. Let’s face it, she’s going to hear some swearing.’

Karalyn wailed again.

‘Don’t worry Kara-bear,’ Daphne said. ‘Teatime soon.’ She looked up at the streets ahead. ‘We need to take a left, head to the merchants’ quarter.’

‘If it still exists,’ Bedig said. ‘I don’t recognise any of this.’

She saw a soldier on the street with a crest on her arm.

‘Sergeant,’ she hailed the trooper.

The woman sauntered over, two troopers at her back.

‘How can I help you, ma’am?’

‘We’re a bit lost, I’m afraid,’ she said. ‘The street layout has changed since we were last here. I’m looking for a clean hostelry for the night.’

The sergeant frowned as she stared at them, then froze when she saw the baby harnessed to Bedig’s chest. Her face lit with surprise.

‘Yes, ma’am, of course,’ she said. She turned and whispered something to the troopers behind her.

‘I know where the best establishments are located, ma’am,’ she said, facing Daphne again. ‘We’d be happy to escort you.’

‘Thank you.’

The Holdings sergeant gestured down another street to their left, and they set off, the two troopers following a few paces behind.

‘If you don’t mind me saying, ma’am,’ the sergeant said, ‘I’d have expected you to be travelling with a little more security.’

‘I’ve got him for that,’ Daphne nodded at Bedig. ‘And I’m not bad myself.
’

‘Still ma’am, wandering about in public is running a risk, especially as your daughter is with you.’

Daphne sighed. ‘I was hoping to slip through Rainsby without anyone recognising me.’

‘Ma’am,’ the sergeant said, ‘the cavalry garrison here received word from Captain Suthers in Plateau City that you were travelling with a baby and a Kellach companion. She asked us to be of assistance if we ran into you. Did the One True Path see you at the gates?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Good,’ the sergeant said. ‘Some of them are... I don’t know how to put this…’

‘Fucking crazy?’ Bedig said.

The sergeant shrugged. ‘This town is hard enough to police without those black-robed deacons stirring things up.’

‘Have they had any success?’ Daphne asked. ‘Converts?’

‘Not from the Kellach, but more than a few of the Rahain peasants have taken the faith. Several thousand live in a shanty town south of the walls, and another group of One True Pathers have set up camp down there. Got quite a following, I hear.’

‘You don’t sound too happy about folk joining your religion,’ Bedig said.

‘I’m a queen’s trooper at heart,’ the sergeant said. ‘Faith should be a private thing, between you and the Creator. The church should keep out of people’s business, and stop telling us what we can drink, or who we can love.’

Daphne raised an eyebrow. ‘Who we can love?’

‘Haven’t you heard?’ the sergeant said. ‘The Emperor has declared it illegal for folk of different races to have any kind of sexual relationship with each other.’

‘Illegal?’ Daphne frowned. ‘Am I liable to be arrested?’

‘No, ma’am,’ the sergeant said. ‘The proclamation said “As of today”, so I guess that means from now on, at least that’s how we’ve been told to interpret it.
’

‘But I’m on my way to see the baby’s father, and I suppose you know…?’

‘Yes ma’am, if you’re referring to him being of the Kellach variety.’

‘Is the new law saying that if the father and I get together, then we’re committing a crime?’

The sergeant nodded. ‘Looks that way, ma’am.’

Daphne shook her head. The One True Path must be laughing at her.

She noticed Bedig’s face was pale.

‘Just as well you ended it with Celine,’ Daphne said.

The Brig man said nothing. Karalyn was squirming again.

‘Are we far?’ Daphne asked. ‘The baby’s hungry.’

‘Nearly there, ma’am,’ the sergeant said. ‘Not many decent places to stay in Rainsby.’

‘I was wondering,’ Daphne said, ‘if you knew of anywhere I could buy a wagon, horses, and supplies to last a third?’

‘We can sort that for you ma’am. Just give me a list and the money, and we’ll take care of the rest.’

‘You’d do that for us?’

‘Ma’am, it’s in our interests, and yours, to get you on your way with as little fuss as possible. Once we get to the hostelry, I would ask that you stay inside for your own safety, and we’ll come round as soon as we’ve bought everything on your list.’

‘How long will it take, do you think?’

‘We should have it all by lunchtime tomorrow, ma’am,’ the sergeant said. ‘I’ll get a squad on it. You got the money?’

She patted her belt pouch.

‘Miss,’ Bedig said. ‘You can’t be thinking of handing gold over to a stranger?’

‘The sergeant’s not a stranger, Bedig,’ Daphne replied. ‘She’s Queen’s Cavalry.’
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Daphne looked up from stirring the powdered cows’ milk into a bottle of water. Karalyn was sitting on a rug, watching her.

‘Hi, Bedig,’ Daphne said. ‘You get everything?’

‘Aye, think so,’ he said, laying a basket down onto the room’s only table. ‘White bread, sausages, oysters, and the weakest ale the bar sold.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Don’t see the point.’

‘I don’t want to get drunk,’ she said, ‘and I don’t trust the water.’

‘What’s wrong with the water?’

‘It’s rank. You Kellach forget that the rest of us can get sick from bad food and water.’

‘You’re giving it to Karalyn.’

‘Did you know, Bedig?’ Daphne said. ‘She’s never been ill a day in her life. No sweats, no fevers, none of the normal sniffs and coughs. I almost feel I have to pretend that’s she’s been sick when other people ask, otherwise they’ll think there’s something not right about her.’

She glanced over at Karalyn. The infant reached out for the bottle. Daphne passed it to her, and she grasped it in both hands and began to drink.

‘And see that?’ Daphne said. ‘She shouldn’t be able to do that yet.’

‘It’s normal for Kellach babies,’ Bedig said, ‘though it’s weird seeing a Holdings-looking bairn do it. She looks like you, you know?’

‘I hope Killop sees something of himself in her,’ she said, gazing at the child.

‘It’s getting dark,’ Bedig said. ‘Will I close the shutters?’

‘Thanks.’

Daphne stood, and examined the food on the table. She prepared two cold meals from it, and poured the ale into pewter mugs, while Bedig secured the windows and door of their rented room.

‘Dinner’s ready,’ she said in Kellach.

Bedig smiled.

‘I think we should start speaking in your language,’ Daphne said, ‘whenever we can. I need to practise.
’

Bedig laughed and sat at the table. ‘You’re already fluent. I don’t understand how, mind.’

Daphne sat opposite him, biting her lip, too embarrassed to tell him the truth, that Kalayne had imprinted into her head the structures of Kellach grammar, and a large vocabulary. It had been a slow and painful process over several days, but the language felt almost as natural to her as her own.

‘Quick learner, I guess,’ she said. ‘Helps that some words in both Kellach and Holdings are quite similar, you know, like beer, bread, mother, that sort of thing.’

‘Aye,’ Bedig said, ‘so they are. Never thought about it before.’

‘Laodoc had a theory,’ she said, ‘and so did Kalayne. They both said that maybe our two lands used to be joined together, thousands of years ago.’

‘But they’re at opposite ends of the continent.’

‘I’m only telling you their theory. Didn’t say I believed it. It is odd, though.’

‘Just random, probably.’

She bent down to pick up Karalyn, who was crawling past on the rug.

‘Up you come, Kara-bear,’ she said. ‘Time for bed.’

She carried her over to a dim corner of the room, where a cot sat. Karalyn cried out as she lay her down on the mattress, so Daphne sent a soothing feeling of love into her. She started to settle.

From the room next door came a loud grunt, and then a long moan.

‘Dammit,’ Daphne said, as the sound of the couple in the other room continued. ‘That’s all we need.’

She leaned over the crib, stroking her daughter’s head. ‘Go to sleep, little bear, the noise will be over soon.’

‘I’m not altogether sure about that,’ Bedig said as he ate. ‘When I was downstairs at the bar, there was a whole alcove of folk offering their wares for a price.’

‘You mean this place is a brothel?’

Bedig shrugged. ‘A brothel and a hostelry.
’

The sound from the other room stopped, and Daphne sat down.

She picked up a piece of bread.

‘Maybe they’re guests, like us,’ she said after a few moments of silence. ‘Well, not exactly like us but, you know, a couple.’

‘We might be lucky,’ Bedig said.

There was a loud groan, and the sound began again, this time accompanied by the regular beat of a bedstead hitting the wooden wall.

Karalyn stirred, and began to cry.

Daphne sighed. ‘It’s going to be a long night.’
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Apart from the bonfires of rubbish burning at street corners, there was very little light coming from the town of Rainsby. Daphne gazed over the settlement, and the sprawl of slums beyond the wall to the south. The seven stars were obscured by cloud, and a deep silence was on the land and the Inner Sea. A few troopers patrolled, enforcing the curfew, and a small collection of ships bobbed with the winds in the bay off the harbour. Street children played by the fires, throwing in whatever had been left on the roads during the day, while wild dogs yapped and barked around their heels.

She had fallen asleep faster than she had thought likely, once she had learned to ignore the noises of bartered passion coming through the wall, and slipped into a lucid dream. Her vision had risen above the town, her sight focussed north in the direction of Plateau City.

After an hour, she saw what she had been waiting for. A short burst of inner-vision shot out from the centre of the town, aimed towards the imperial capital. A few moments later, a much more powerful beam appeared from over the sea, and headed to the spot from where the first burst had emanated. Daphne soared down to meet it; her vision alighting on a tall building, one of the few stone constructions left standing in the town.

The powerful beam of inner-vision entered the building, and 
Daphne followed. In a room in the attic a priest was kneeling, facing north. The thread of vision connected with his head.


I received your signal,
 said the voice from over the sea.


Thank you for responding so quickly, my lord,
 the priest replied.

I assume you have news.


Indeed, Lord Vicar,
 the priest said. Daphne Holdfast has arrived. I thought you should know.


My thanks. Have you seen her?

No, Lord Vicar. I have received confirmation from the harbour that her ship arrived this evening. I have an agent out looking for her current location.


Good,
 the Lord Vicar said. I’m hopeful that she can slip through the town without any trouble. Deacon Yosin, I am sure, will have sent word ahead to the One True Path chapter in Rainsby, informing them that she is coming, and passing on my orders to leave her be.


The priest nodded. May I ask, Lord Vicar, why does the One True Path hate this woman?


They believe her child an abomination, and that she is a dangerous renegade against the church.

And are these allegations true, my lord?


The child is no threat to us,
 the Lord Vicar said, but Miss Holdfast is indeed a powerful and dangerous mage. That’s why the sooner she’s as far away as possible from Plateau City the better. We cannot afford the risk that she would interfere with the church’s holy purpose. If you come across her tread warily. Her skills rival the best in the church.


I will, my lord.


Very well,
 the Lord Vicar said. Contact me again if anything untoward occurs, otherwise ensure Miss Holdfast is on her way as soon as possible.


Yes, my lord.

The vision receded in a flash, and was gone. As Daphne watched, the priest swayed, and put a hand to the floor to steady himself.

Daphne smiled at the words Lord Vicar Arnault had used about her. A powerful and dangerous mage. Arnault’s own powers had impressed her. He had reached out so far over the sea with such ease, a distance she had never even attempted. She would need to practise her range. 
She had no true idea how far she was capable of going, a few miles the furthest she had ever achieved.

As she was withdrawing from the building, a sharp flash of raw panic and terror tore through her mind.

Karalyn.

In an instant Daphne’s mind whipped back to her body, and she opened her eyes.

The room was dark, and quiet, except for the baby’s cries. Daphne pulled on a thread of battle-vision, and her sight improved as if a lantern had been lit.

She rolled off the bed as a knife plunged down, striking the mattress where her body had lain. Daphne flooded herself with battle-vision. She hit the floor and reached for the blade she had placed under the bed. Her left arm came up as a sword was swung down at her. The steel edge struck the mage-hardened stone plates of her armour, and sparks flew.

Daphne leapt to her feet, and plunged her knife into the chest of the first assailant. There were two others, the one with the sword, and one who had been crossing the room towards Bedig’s bed, but who was now turning in alarm. They were Rahain.

She ducked under another swing of the sword, sprang past the assassin’s guard and rammed her blade up into the underside of his chin. She withdrew the knife, turned, and threw it at the last attacker, piercing her through the throat.

Bedig sat up. ‘What the fuck?’ He crashed out of bed, landing on the floor, and gazed around, his eyes wild.

‘I got them,’ Daphne said, ‘but I appreciate the effort.’

‘This is why I’m carrying the baby, isn’t it?’

Daphne lit a candle, and walked over to Karalyn.

‘Sorry you had to see all that, Kara-bear,’ she said, picking her up, ‘and thanks for the warning.’

As her battle-vision faded, she began to feel pain in her left arm, from where the sword blow had struck her armour. She sat the baby 
down on the bed, and unbuckled the straps attaching the arm-guard to her limb.

She winced as she looked at the red weal developing on her withered forearm.

‘They get you one?’ Bedig said, examining the three bodies.

Daphne nodded. ‘Just as well I was wearing the armour. Would have taken my arm off otherwise.’

‘Sorry about calling you paranoid earlier.’

She grimaced in pain. ‘Throbs a bit.’

‘Pity we haven’t anything to smoke.’

Daphne smiled, and reached deep into her pack. She brought out the pouch Shella had given her at Plateau City harbour before they had left.

She put Karalyn back to bed, and lit a smokestick. At once her pain and fatigue receded. Bedig opened the ale, and they sat at the table, sharing both drink and smoke.

There was a thump at the door, and it burst open.

The sergeant they had met in town ran into the room, followed by several troopers. They halted when they saw the bodies.

‘Shit,’ the sergeant cried. ‘Are you all right, ma’am? And the baby?’

‘We’re fine, Sergeant,’ Daphne said.

The sergeant scanned the room, nodding in relief. Her eyes passed over the sight of the weedstick in Daphne’s hand without comment.

‘My deepest apologies, ma’am,’ she sighed. ‘We don’t know how they got past our perimeter, but rest assured we’ll find out. Squads have surrounded the building, and no one is leaving until we’ve questioned them all. I’ll post guards right outside your door from now on. Fuck being discreet.’

‘One True Pathers, Sergeant,’ said a trooper, kneeling by one of the bodies. ‘All Rahain, two males, one female.’

The sergeant shook her head. ‘Fucking Pathers.’ She turned to Daphne. ‘What happened?’

‘They woke Karalyn, and her crying woke me. Battle-vision took care of the rest.
’

The sergeant smiled. ‘Nice work, ma’am. We’ll get these bodies out of here, and leave you alone for the rest of the night.’

As the sergeant finished speaking, there was a scream from elsewhere in the building, and the sound of a struggle.

The sergeant ducked out of the room, and troopers began picking up the bodies of the dead Rahain, while two of the squad took up position outside the door. As the last body was being carried away, the sergeant re-entered.

‘We got her,’ she said. ‘It was a Rahain woman that worked here, she let them in. Another Pather.’

‘The deacons getting others to do their dirty work for them?’ Bedig said.

‘Either that, or they went rogue. Some of the Rahain converts are more fanatical than the deacons. They might have gone against orders for all we know.’

The sergeant turned to leave.

‘Have you questioned her?’ Daphne said.

The sergeant shook her head as she stood by the door.

‘She’s beyond questioning now, ma’am. Sleep tight.’






Chapter 7



Food for Crows









B

roadwater, Kingdom of Sanang – 16
th
 Day, Last Third Summer 506


‘I’m tempted to strip you of your command for this, Echtang,’ Agang said, almost shaking with rage. ‘Your behaviour is unacceptable.’

‘But uncle…’

‘Don’t interrupt me.’

Chane, Hodang and Gadang looked away.

‘Perhaps you’re too immature to be given such responsibility,’ Agang went on, pacing the floor. ‘The army needs strong leadership to defeat B’Dang and his firewitch.’

‘Gadang was the same age when you gave him command of a regiment,’ Echtang said.

‘I said don’t interrupt. And your brother has always been more reliable than you.’ He shook his head. ‘But it’s too late now. We’d all look stupid if I removed your commission on the day the army departs for the south. And maybe it’s better if you’re out of Broadwater for a while. After what you and your officer friends did last night, the town needs some time to recover.’

Echtang hung his head
.

‘Threats, assault, destruction of property,’ Agang said. ‘And I’ll have to compensate that girl’s father.’

‘She was a whore.’

‘You’re a fucking liar,’ Gadang said. ‘No, she wasn’t.’

Echtang bristled. ‘She was in a bar, at night, alone. She was a whore.’

Gadang moved to face his brother, his fists clenched.

Echtang met his stare. ‘She got what she deserved.’

Gadang’s fist rose, but his brother was quicker. Echtang flung a punch at his older brother, connecting with his nose. Gadang yelled in pain, his hands covering his face, blood running down his chin.

Agang stepped in, and pushed Echtang back.

‘Enough,’ he cried. ‘Nephew, you have shamed me. Get out.’

‘Do I still have my regiment, uncle?’

Agang glared, but nodded.

Echtang snapped his heels together and saluted. ‘At once, your Majesty.’

Agang turned to Gadang once his brother had left the tent. Chane was holding a handkerchief to the young man’s nose.

‘Get yourself back up to the citadel,’ Agang said to him. ‘We can’t have you all bloody-faced at the ceremony.’

Gadang nodded, and turned to leave.

‘And,’ Agang said, ‘next time, move faster.’

Agang fell into a chair and picked up a cup of mead.

‘Don’t look at me like that,’ he said to his advisors.

‘You’re letting Echtang keep his command?’ Chane said.

‘As I said, we’d look like idiots if I changed my mind now. People would think I’d made a mistake.’

‘You are making a mistake,’ she said. ‘That boy doesn’t respect you any more.’

‘He’s just at an awkward age.’

‘Awkward?’ Chane said. ‘You call what he and his friends did “awkward”? They behaved like fucking savages.
’

‘A spell in command might do him good,’ Agang said. ‘Teach him some responsibility.’

Chane shook her head. ‘Hodang,’ she said. ‘Tell him.’

‘Sorry, Chane,’ Hodang said, ‘but I agree with his Majesty. It’s too late to change the regimental command structure. Besides, at least we won’t have to deal with Echtang moping about here. Hopefully the town will have forgotten last night’s indiscretions by the time the army returns.’

Chane slumped into a chair and lit a cigarette. ‘I don’t know why I bother.’

‘Look, Chane,’ Agang said, ‘I feel sorry for that poor girl as well, but maybe she shouldn’t have been out on her own at that hour…’

The Holdings woman narrowed her eyes and glared at him.

Agang fell silent. He glanced at Hodang, who shrugged.

A guard poked his head through the tent flap.

‘Your Majesty,’ he said, ‘the executions are about to begin.’

‘Excellent,’ Agang said. ‘We shall be out shortly.’

The guard bowed, and withdrew his head from the tent.

‘Are we all ready?’ Agang said.

‘I think I’ll stay here if that’s all right,’ Chane said.

‘You need to develop a stronger stomach,’ he said, ‘but as you wish.’

Hodang opened the tent flap, and Agang strode out. A row of black-uniformed soldiers saluted him, and a horn blared out a high note. On the training fields outside town, the army of Sanang was mustered, arranged in regimental order before him.

With Hodang at his shoulder, Agang walked by the ranks of warriors, nodding and feigning interest. At the head of the line a large group of prisoners, naked and beaten, were surrounded by more soldiers. To the right lay a pile of timber beams.

A captain of the guard was waiting for him. He bowed.

‘Greetings, your Majesty.’

‘Greetings,’ Agang said, gazing at the prisoners. ‘You may begin.’

The captain saluted, then turned to address the captives.

‘You have all been found guilty of treason,’ he called out, ‘and of 
conspiring against the crown of Sanang. Furthermore, you are guilty of blasphemy, by your idolatrous worship of the accursed firewitch. For your crimes, you will now be crucified.’

He raised an arm, and soldiers moved into the group of prisoners, while others prepared the first wooden beams. Fifty post holes had been dug in a row by the side of the road, deep enough to hold the upright beams. Some of the prisoners started weeping, while others looked dazed, as if they didn’t realise what was happening to them. The first dozen were strapped with leather bands to smaller crossbeams, and then hoisted into the air. A team of soldiers attached them to the uprights, and finished the job by taking hammers to the prisoners’ ankles.

A smell of excrement and urine rose, and the screams began.

Agang took a step back to observe the line of crosses, and Mandalecht joined him.

‘Your Majesty.’

‘Commander.’

‘We’re all set. Shall I give the order to depart?’

‘Please do.’

Mandalecht nodded to an officer, and three short blasts came from a horn. Agang walked to the end of the line of executions, where a raised platform had been built with a throne on top. Agang sat, while Hodang stood at his shoulder. The regiments all turned and saluted their king, and, to the sound of drums and horns, started to march past him down the road, towards the River Tritos.

Six full regiments of veterans from the Rahain war were interspersed with four new units, made up of fresh soldiers formed from ex-slave volunteers. Agang knew that many in the army had misgivings about serving alongside the freed slaves, but B’Dang’s rebellion had demanded an immediate response.

‘The finest army Sanang has ever seen, your Majesty,’ Hodang whispered in his ear. ‘They will return triumphant, with the head of B’Dang D’Bang the traitor on a stick, and the corpse of the vile firewitch, that we may mock it.
’

‘Indeed,’ Agang said, gazing down the long lines of armour and uniforms. The last of the prisoners had now been raised, and their cries of agony permeated the morning air.

‘That nest of traitors,’ Hodang spat, following the king’s gaze. ‘Did they think that they could build a secret shrine to the firewitch, and not be punished for their disloyalty? Disgusting creatures.’

‘Do you think there’s more of them?’ Agang said, his eyes fixed on the bodies writhing on the beams.

‘If there are, your Majesty, we shall root them out, and hang them up for all to see.’

‘You didn’t do a very good job rooting these ones out,’ Agang muttered. ‘If the Holdings preachers hadn’t told us there were firewitch worshippers in Broadwater, they’d still be practising their sordid rituals.’

‘I assure you, your Majesty,’ Hodang said, ‘we will not require their assistance next time.’

Agang’s attention went back to the passing ranks of soldiers. In front of him marched one of his newer companies, their leather armour still shiny, and their swords un-blooded. They saluted as they went by; their faces alight with the pride of serving their king as free men.

Next was Echtang’s regiment, one thousand hardened warriors, grim in black. Echtang led the salutes as they marched past the throne, and there was just the hint of a smirk on his lips as he raised his hand.

Agang frowned.

‘Little bastard,’ he spat. He glanced at Hodang. ‘Are we making a mistake?’

‘Your hand was forced, your Majesty,’ Hodang whispered. ‘The alternative would have caused dissension and disruption within the army, not to mention publicly humiliating the second in line to the throne. You chose the least bad path.’

‘That’s not very comforting.’

‘Mandalecht will keep an eye on him, your Majesty.’

Agang’s anger simmered. He wished he had placed a spy within Echtang’s regiment. He was sure the boy was laughing at him behind 
his back, joking with his officer friends about how he had made a fool out of the king.

As the last of the regiments passed, Agang hoped his grim expression would be seen by the soldiers as expressing a steely determination, rather than the urge to rip his nephew’s head off.

A battalion of household guards by the town gates cheered as the final row of soldiers bound for the south departed down the road, and Agang stood. Escorted by guards, he stepped down off the platform, and walked along the road towards the open gates, the line of executions on his left.

‘What’s next for today?’ he asked Hodang, who was walking a pace behind him.

‘Well, your Majesty…’

There was a great cry from one of the prisoners. Agang turned to look, and saw that a large crow had planted its talons onto the scalp of a man. The prisoner was flailing his head, but the crow persisted, darting down with its beak to jab at the man’s eyes. As Agang turned away, he locked gazes for a second with a crucified woman.

‘You!’ she cried, her voice hoarse. The leather straps binding her arms to the crossbeam were tight enough to break her skin. Her legs were hanging limp, the ankles a mass of blood and jutting bone.

‘Agang, you traitor!’ the woman screamed. ‘You sold Sanang so you could wear a crown. Keira is coming for you! She will burn you, she will burn you all…’

Her voice cut off as a soldier thrust his sword tip through her throat. Her head lolled, blood dripping down her body.

‘Fanatics,’ Hodang said, shaking his head.

Chane was waiting for them by the gates, wrinkling her nose, and keeping her gaze away from the line of dying prisoners.

Agang nodded to her.

‘As you were saying, Hodang. Today’s agenda?’

‘Ah yes, your Majesty,’ his chief minister said. ‘Father Pieper has begged attendance with you. He is waiting in the council chambers for us.
’

‘Really? What does he want?’

‘I don’t know, your Majesty,’ said Hodang, as they walked along the busy main street of Broadwater. ‘He came to see me this morning, wanting an audience. I told him he would have to wait until the army had departed. He didn’t seem very pleased by my response.’

‘You’ve not seen much of him recently,’ Chane said. ‘He probably misses you.’

‘I’ve been too busy to listen to his sermonising,’ Agang said. ‘There’s only a certain amount I can take of his sycophancy before it becomes grating.’

Chane and Hodang shared a long glance.

Agang frowned. ‘Sometimes I think you two are made for each other.’
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‘Some of the missionaries suffered an even worse fate, your Majesty,’ Pieper said, his face in the shadows of the council room. ‘Their skin was flayed from their still-breathing bodies, then cut into small portions and distributed among the savage warriors that serve the firewitch. Then, and only then your Majesty, were their broken bodies thrown onto the pyre, to burn with the others, their cries of merciful release reaching the ears of the Creator, whose heart is now as thunder, his will deadly set against the witch and her wicked minions.’

‘How many?’ Agang said.

Pieper raised an eyebrow. ‘Your Majesty?’

‘How many missionaries were killed?’

‘Twenty-three, your Majesty,’ he said. ‘One was set free, to tell us the plight of the others. She now abides in the infirmary, recovering from her ordeal.’

‘And what were they doing south of the River Tritos?’ Hodang said. ‘That region is not currently safe to freely travel.’

‘Alas,’ the priest said, ‘the Creator sees no boundaries, and the word of his glory must be spread wherever there are people to hear it. 
Moreover, the One True Path greatly honour those who are martyred for the faith. The chapter here are already singing the names of the fallen. The first martyrs of the forest.’

Hodang coughed. ‘Contractually,’ he said, ‘the Realm of Sanang cannot be held liable for these deaths. Our agreement with the Emperor specifically excluded any guarantee that we would be able to protect every missionary who decided to wander off into the forest.’

‘Have you no sympathy, Chief Minister?’ Pieper said. ‘I am simply relaying information to the royal court, not trying for legal advantage.’

Hodang scowled. ‘Apologies.’

‘I have a further message, your Majesty,’ Pieper said to Agang, ‘from the Lord Vicar. The empire is recruiting a new army, an imperial force made up of, and open to, every one of the peoples that inhabit this world. The first units are being formed out of old Holdings cavalry companies, along with Kellach Brigdomin volunteers. In Rahain, new divisions formed of ex-slaves are being enrolled, and in Arakhanah City the call has gone out for recruits. Emperor Guilliam would like to know what contribution to the imperial army the King of Sanang will make.’

‘We shall need to consider this,’ Agang said, catching a look from Hodang. ‘If we offered soldiers, would they be transferred to the Plateau? Whose command would they be under?’

‘The Emperor hopes that, one day, there will be only one army in the world,’ Pieper said. ‘A grand force capable of keeping the peace on the entire continent.’

‘With him in charge, I suppose?’

‘He is the blessed Holder of the World,’ Pieper said, ‘chosen by the Creator. But as I said, this is a long-term aim of his Imperial Majesty. The Lord Vicar also asked me to enquire if the Realm of Sanang needs any material assistance with the quashing of the revolt in the south.’

‘He can send troops?’ said Hodang. ‘I thought the bulk of the alliance forces were still tied up fighting rebels in Rahain.’

‘The process of withdrawing from Rahain has begun,’ Pieper said. ‘Policing is gradually being taken over by the new ex-slave divisions I 
mentioned before. The empire can re-route these returning alliance forces to come to your aid, if you deem it necessary and appropriate.’

‘You mean alliance soldiers entering Sanang?’ Agang said.

‘Only if you request it, your Majesty.’

‘Things would have to be desperate indeed if it came to that,’ Agang said. ‘Thank the Lord Vicar for the offer, but I’m confident that Mandalecht will be able to deal with B’Dang’s firewitch.’

‘As you wish, your Majesty,’ Pieper said. ‘Now, about our request for mages…’

The door swung open and a soldier wearing scout’s insignia entered.

‘Your Majesty,’ he bowed. ‘Apologies for intruding, but I bear urgent news.’

Agang glanced at Pieper. ‘We shall discuss mages at another time, priest.’

Pieper hid a frown, and bowed low.

Agang nodded to the scout.

The man came forward and prostrated himself in front of the throne.

‘Speak,’ Agang commanded, as the scout trembled.

‘Oakenvale has fallen your Majesty,’ he said. ‘Lord Badranga and his entire family are dead. The firewitch razed his homestead to the ground, and B’Dang D’Bang’s rebel army is on its way to the River Tritos.’

Agang said nothing, horror drying his mouth.

‘How can that be?’ Hodang said. ‘Lord Badranga had over four thousand warriors defending Oakenvale.’

‘I was not there to witness what occurred, Chief Minister,’ the scout said. ‘I was stationed at Juniper Fort when survivors of the massacre arrived, and have run all the way to bring you this news.’

‘Do you wish to reconsider, your Majesty?’ Pieper said with smug eyes. ‘The Lord Vicar’s offer of alliance reinforcements still stands.’

‘Thank you, no,’ Agang said. ‘We have the utmost confidence that Commander Mandalecht shall prevail over these treacherous criminals. They will pay the ultimate price for this foul act.
’

He glared down at the scout. ‘Fetch Prince Gadang from the Great Hall.’

‘At once, your Majesty,’ the scout said, scrambling to his feet and sprinting for the door.

Agang stood, and walked across the council chamber to a large map of the Realm of Sanang that hung across one wall, one of Chane’s most beautiful works. He gazed up at it, following the line of the mighty Tritos, from the Black Mountains in the east, all the way to the great ocean in the west.

Pieper appeared at his side.

‘It seems, your Majesty,’ he said, ‘that the southern half of your kingdom is in rebel hands.’

‘Not so,’ said Hodang, joining him. ‘The old Holdings fort where Lady Chane once served lies on the southern bank, and remains garrisoned by loyal warriors.’

‘We must send a warning to Drechtan in Beechwoods,’ Agang said. ‘My old homestead lies north of the only river crossing in that area. The road from Oakenvale leads directly to it.’

‘Mandalecht’s army will be at the bridge by Autumn’s Day, your Majesty.’ Hodang said.

Chane shook her head. ‘He’ll need to hurry. If B’Dang’s left Oakenvale, he’ll reach it first.’

‘Your Majesty,’ Hodang said, lines furrowing his forehead, ‘if the firewitch breaks into northern Sanang…’

‘We must not allow that,’ Agang said. ‘Have scouts catch up with the army. Instruct Mandalecht to send his fastest units ahead, to secure the bridge over the Tritos as quickly as possible. Or destroy it if necessary.’

‘I’ll see to it immediately, your Majesty.’ Hodang bowed and left the room, passing the prince as he entered. His nose was swollen, and there were purple bruises under his eyes.

‘Father Pieper,’ Agang said, ‘your audience is at an end.’

‘As you wish, your Majesty,’ he bowed, ‘although if I could humbly request that I remain at your side, in case my advice is needed?
’

Agang shook his head. ‘You are forbidden to enter where we must go.’

‘Your Majesty?’

‘We have a duty to perform,’ he said. ‘The late Lord Badranga’s younger daughter lives in the Great Hall here in Broadwater. Her father left her for safe-keeping when he last visited, entrusting us with the guardianship of her honour. We must inform her of the sad news concerning her father.’

‘Am I not allowed to see her, your Majesty?’ Pieper said.

‘You are not. The female enclosure is no place for a foreign man to be.’ He glanced over to the others. ‘Gadang, Chane, you shall accompany us.’

Hodang appeared back at the door.

‘A scout has been sent to Mandalecht, your Majesty.’

‘Good. Let us go and inform Lady Oakenvale of her loss.’
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The girl sat on a low couch, fully covered in a long robe, with only a slit for her eyes. An older woman sat on her left, frowning at the king and his companions. Female servants crossed the carpets of the plush reception room, serving mead.

Agang took a chair opposite the girl, while Chane and Hodang sat close by. Prince Gadang hung in the background, holding a fresh handkerchief to his nose.

‘Lady Oakenvale,’ Agang began.

The girl sat in silence.

‘Her ladyship does not speak to men, your Majesty,’ the older woman said, ‘except for her noble father and brothers.’

Agang nodded. ‘Lord Badranga was a traditional family man.’

‘Was, your Majesty?’ the older woman said.

‘Yes. I regret to inform her ladyship that her father and brothers are dead, slain by the firewitch as they defended their homestead. Her elder sister also perished in the flames.
’

From behind the cloth covering her face the girl let out a sob. The older woman looked stricken. She reached out and took the girl’s hand.

‘We are sorry for your loss,’ Agang said. ‘Lord Badranga was a great friend and loyal ally. I swear to you that we shall avenge his murder. We shall lay the corpse of the firewitch before you, that you may spit on it.’

The girl said nothing.

‘You are now the Lady of Oakenvale,’ Agang said. ‘Please know that you remain welcome to stay here in the Great Hall of Broadwater, as our honoured guest.’

‘Guest, your Majesty?’ the older woman said.

‘She has a point, your Majesty,’ Hodang said. ‘I’m not sure “guest” is appropriate. With the deaths of all other heirs to Oakenvale, her ladyship now holds her father’s lands in lieu.’

‘In lieu of what?’ said Chane.

‘In lieu of her marriage,’ said Hodang, ‘when her husband will take over the lordship of the lands south of the Tritos.’

‘Marriage? Is she betrothed?’

Hodang shrugged. ‘Not yet.’

‘Are you advising that I marry her?’ Agang said.

‘The crown would be strengthened immeasurably, your Majesty,’ Hodang said, ‘were you to unite the north and south of Sanang.’

Agang sat back, gazing at the cloth-covered figure sitting in silence before him. He could be Lord of Beechwoods, Broadwater, Mya and Oakenvale were he to wed this girl. Never since the time of the tyrant soulwitches would so much of Sanang be under one government.

‘The people would love a royal wedding,’ Hodang said. ‘It would take their minds off the setbacks in the south.’

‘How old is she?’ Chane asked.

Hodang glanced over at her. ‘Fourteen.’

‘What?’ cried Chane. ‘She’s too young…’

‘How dare you,’ said the older woman. ‘Her ladyship is not too young. She has bled. She is a woman.’

‘She’s a girl,’ Chane said. ‘She’s…’

‘Enough, Chane,’ Agang said. ‘You have our agreement on this. Her 
ladyship is too young to be my wife.’

The face of the older woman fell, shame filling her features.

‘However,’ Agang went on, ‘there is a solution. Someone who is closer in age to her ladyship.’

He turned and beckoned over his nephew.

‘Prince Gadang,’ Agang said as the young man approached. ‘Greet your newly betrothed, Lady Oakenvale.’

‘What?’ he gasped.

‘You do us great honour, your Majesty,’ the older woman said, bowing.

‘Hodang will get the wedding preparations underway.’ Agang stood and slapped Gadang on the back. ‘Congratulations, my boy. Stay here, get to know your new bride.’

‘When will the marriage take place?’ the older woman said.

‘Shall we say Autumn’s Day?’ Agang smiled.

‘Thank you, your Majesty.’

Agang, Chane and Hodang left the female enclosure and went downstairs to the king’s personal quarters.

‘A drink,’ said Agang, gesturing to a servant. ‘We should celebrate.’

Chane narrowed her eyes. ‘Celebrate what? Oakenvale is in ashes. You bartered that girl away while her father’s body still smoulders.’

‘Bartered?’ Agang said. ‘That girl will be Queen of Sanang one day.’

‘Don’t say that, your Majesty,’ Hodang said.

‘You know I have no desire to get married or have children,’ he said. ‘Gadang is next in line to the throne. He will inherit the realm after me.’

‘It’s difficult to think of children when we’re always fighting one war or another,’ Hodang said. ‘Maybe you’ll feel different once the rebellion’s over and the land is at peace. Then thoughts of a family might settle in your mind.’

‘I wouldn’t count on it,’ Agang said. ‘The idea of being a father fills me with terror.’

Chane caught his glance. She looked away, biting her lip.

Agang sat back and sipped his mead, blocking his mind to the last memories of his own father.
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Killop shielded his eyes. ‘Now, Lilyann.’

The young fire mage tensed, then swung her arm over her shoulder. A fireball a yard wide soared through the air and exploded against the towering walls of the deep quarry.

‘She’s not bad,’ said Bridget from where she sat cross-legged on a large fragment of slate. ‘Nowhere near as good as Keira mind, but not bad.’

‘She needs more practice,’ Killop said, as Lilyann scowled at the herald. ‘They both do.’

He glanced over to where Liam the old sparker was standing next to a roaring fire coaching Dean, the clan’s other teenage mage.

‘I’m not criticising,’ Bridget said. ‘I’ve think Liam’s done great to get them this good.’

‘This good?’ Lilyann spat. ‘I fought in the Battle for the Gates, I don’t have to prove myself to you.’

‘Calm down, ya wee radge,’ Bridget said.

‘Ye cannae speak to me like that, ya auld cow.’

‘I’ll speak to you any way I fucking like.
’

Lilyann turned to Killop. ‘Can you not get rid of her? She’s putting me off.’

‘If you’re angry, use it,’ Killop said. ‘Show us what you can do.’

The young mage glared at Bridget, who smirked and winked. Lilyann turned to the fire blazing next to her on the floor of the cavernous quarry, and raised her hands. A giant mass of roiling flames lifted up in a roar. It hung over their heads for a moment, causing sparks to fall like rain upon them.

‘Hey!’ cried Bridget. ‘Watch it!’

Lilyann grinned, then flung her arms ahead of her. The fireball followed, arcing through the air before crashing halfway up the side of the quarry-face, sending shards of slate flying amid a cloud of dust and smoke.

Killop gazed down at the extinguished fire as Lilyann crowed in delight.

‘You used all the fuel in one go,’ he said. ‘You’re getting stronger.’

‘All brute force,’ Bridget said. ‘Nae finesse.’

Killop frowned. ‘I’ve heard you say that’s how I fight.’

‘Did ye see that, Dean?’ Lilyann called over to the boy mage.

‘Tell you what I can see from here,’ Dean shouted back. ‘Your fucking big head.’

Lilyann cackled, and ran over to join him by the other fire.

Bridget jumped to the ground, wiping flakes of ash from her hair. She stood next to Killop.

‘I still don’t like her,’ she said. ‘Too much lip.’

He shrugged. ‘She’s a fire mage.’

‘It was a good idea to bring them to the quarry.’

‘It’s the safest place for it. Didn’t want them burning the forest down, or accidentally torching some farmer’s cottage. And, no one will see them.’

‘Good,’ she said. ‘Pity we can’t make them stay here.’

‘Keeping them locked up in the mansion’s bad enough,’ he said. ‘I feel sorry for them. They’re young, they need their freedom.’

‘But we have to keep them out of sight,’ she said. ‘The less folk know 
about them the better. Have you read the latest letter from that idiot Duncan in Plateau City?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Well, aside from the usual shite about acknowledging him as chief of all the Kellach Brigdomin, he wants us to send him any mages we have.’

‘What does he want with our mages?’

‘Something to do with the Holdings religion, I think. Duncan was vague on the details.’

‘There’s no way we’re giving up Lilyann or Dean, or Liam for that matter. We’re not handing them over to a bunch of Holdings priests.’

‘Then we have to be extra careful,’ she said. ‘Recruitment officers from the alliance army are on the estate, and if they see the mages, or hear folk talk about them, they might tell the priests back at the fort.’

‘Most of the alliance soldiers I’ve met don’t seem to give a shit about the priests.’

‘Aye,’ Bridget said, ‘but the new lizard units coming in are made up of converts to the creator-faith.’

‘Why would any Rahain take up the Holdings religion?’

Bridget sighed. ‘They’re desperate. Their land has been conquered, when they’ve been told for ages that they’re the masters of the world. The creator-faith is giving them hope.’

‘A fool’s hope,’ Killop said. ‘Coming back to life after you’re dead?’

‘You know what I think?’ Bridget said. ‘The lizards have been slaves so long they just want someone to tell them what to do.’

They walked over to the other fire. Liam was close to Dean, holding his hands and gesturing with them, going over the same patterns. Lilyann stood by, arms folded, grinning.

‘Chief,’ Liam said.

‘It’s time to go,’ Killop said. ‘The workers will be coming back from the vineyards. They’ll no doubt be hungry.’

‘Haven’t you got people for that?’ Lilyann said. ‘Why do you have to serve labourers?’

‘The grape harvest brings in most of the money we need to live 
here,’ Bridget said, as they started to walk across the quarry basin towards a path down to the river. ‘We can just about feed ourselves from the crops we grow, but we need gold for everything else. I think it’s right to help those working to bring in the harvest.’

Killop glanced at Lilyann. ‘I’m thinking of making it a clan tradition. Every year when the grapes are brought in, the leaders of the clan will serve the workers.’

She narrowed her eyes. ‘I’m not doing it.’

Killop laughed. ‘As much as I’d love to see you in an apron serving bread and ale to folk, you won’t be needed. You and Dean are going back to the big house.’

‘Aw,’ said Dean. ‘I’d rather put on an apron than sit inside all day.’

‘It’s just until the harvest’s over. A few more days.’

‘You know Dean,’ said Lilyann, ‘I heard a rumour that all slaves were supposed to be freed. Obviously no one’s told our great chief.’

Dean spat on the ground.

‘Once the harvest’s done,’ Killop said, ‘you can have the run of the big house and all the grounds up to the waterfalls.’

‘I want to go into town,’ Lilyann said.

‘No.’

‘I hate you.’

Killop took a breath.

‘He’s the chief,’ said Bridget. ‘You’ll do as he says.’

‘He talks to me like he thinks he’s my father. I feel sorry for that daughter of his who’s meant to be coming here. And for his Holdings woman, although maybe she likes hairy brutes for all I know.’

‘Watch your tongue Lilyann,’ Bridget said, before Killop could lose his temper. ‘Say what you like about us, but don’t speak about Daphne and Karalyn.’

‘We give you a lot of leeway,’ Killop said, ‘because we know it’s hard for you. I know you don’t want to be shut up in the big house, but there are too many folk around. Just be patient for a few days, until the alliance recruiters leave.’

Lilyann scowled, but fell silent
.

They reached the edge of the river, and filed down a narrow path past a waterfall. The leaves of the overhanging trees were red and orange, and glowed in the mid-morning sunshine.

‘I’m not going to join the army,’ Dean said.

‘You’re too young anyway,’ Lilyann said. ‘They wouldn’t take you.’

‘Why did you let them in?’ Dean said.

Killop drew alongside the others as the path widened.

‘Laodoc asked me,’ he said. ‘Sent me a personal letter. He told me that the fighting in the south is not going well, but the empire’s pulling more Holdings troopers back to the Plateau. They’re getting replaced by the new army of freed slaves that Laodoc’s government has created, but they’re desperate for experienced warriors to fill the gaps.’

He shrugged. ‘I couldn’t say no. As Laodoc reminded me, there are still thirty thousand Kellach slaves in the south. We need to do something to help them.’

‘How many will join up, do you think?’ Dean asked.

‘A couple of thousand, maybe,’ Killop said. ‘The restless, and those still bearing a grudge against their old masters. I took my own share of revenge after I escaped. I won’t judge anyone else who does the same.’
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Killop sent Liam to escort Lilyann and Dean back to the mansion, and walked with Bridget to the settlement at the foot of the vineyard terraces. Draewyn greeted them in the courtyard in front of the winery, where a long line of tables had been set up.

The Domm woman put down the jugs of ale she had been carrying, and strode towards them.

‘Here at last, Chief,’ she said.

‘I thought I’d fit in a quick training session with the mages,’ he said. ‘They’re fed up being stuck in the house.’

‘At least it keeps them out of trouble,’ she said. ‘Come on, get stuck in, there’s still plenty to do. You as well, Bridget.’

‘Stop nagging,’ the young Brig woman said. ‘Just tell me what to do.
’

‘Ale and food are over there,’ Draewyn pointed, ‘in the shade of that tree. We need it all up on the tables. The first labourers will be here in a few minutes.’

Killop and Bridget walked over and picked up baskets of bread, pork slices and olives. When they got back to the tables, others were there, setting out rows of ale mugs.

‘Hi Chief,’ Conal said, a long apron covering his front.

‘How you getting on?’ Killop said.

‘Great,’ Conal said. ‘Busy. It’s going to be a hectic few days.’

‘You heard from Koreen?’ Bridget asked.

‘Aye,’ he said. ‘She’s settling into her wee place up the hills. I went to see her the other day, she’s loving the peace and quiet.’

‘Does she not like us?’ Draewyn said.

Conal’s face fell. ‘She’s had a rough time.’

‘So has everyone else in the clan,’ Draewyn said, ‘but if we all went to live in the hills, there’d be no one left to do the work.’

‘Leave her be,’ Dyam said. ‘She’ll come down in her own time.’

Draewyn frowned.

Bridget strode over to Killop. ‘Remember we’ve got those Rahain merchants coming tomorrow. We’ll need to go into town to meet them.’

Killop nodded. ‘When?’

‘Early.’

Draewyn raised an eyebrow. ‘You two spend a lot of time together. You’d better watch your Holdings woman doesnae get too jealous when she arrives.’

‘I’m looking forward to meeting her,’ Conal said.

‘You’ll like her,’ said Bridget.

‘She must be something special for Killop to have dropped Kallie for her. I heard they’ve only met twice. Is it true?’

‘Aye,’ Draewyn said, rolling her eyes. ‘It’s a puzzle to us as well.’

‘Do we have to go over this again?’ Killop said.

‘What really gets me,’ Draewyn said, ‘is the face on poor Larissa when he told her. That lassie had chased him for ages, and when she’s 
finally got him, he tells her his long lost love is coming back, and bringing his child along with her.’

‘I hated doing that,’ Killop said, ‘but what was I supposed to do? Lie to her?’

‘I’m not blaming ye, son,’ Draewyn said. ‘Love is love, eh? But I cannae help feeling sorry for Larissa. I miss her, we all do.’

‘I saw the alliance recruiters when I was coming here,’ Dyam said, breaking the awkward silence. ‘They’re making their way to the winery, stopping at every village on the road so they could speak to folk. Their leader is a Holdings woman, but they have Kellach and Rahain soldiers along as well, all decked out in new armour.’

‘I can think of a few folk who’ll be happy to go back to fighting,’ Draewyn said.

‘The thought of it makes me feel sick,’ Conal said.

‘But what about all the enslaved Kellach in the south, son?’ Draewyn said.

‘Let the army deal with it,’ Conal said. ‘I’m not saying folk shouldn’t go, only that there’s no chance I’m putting on a uniform again.’

‘I thought about enlisting,’ said Dyam.

The others turned to her.

‘You’d make a brilliant officer,’ Killop said, ‘but you’re the clan’s schoolmistress, the best teacher we have. We need you here.’

Dyam glanced up, her pale features and blonde hair almost luminescent in the noon sunlight.

‘I know,’ she said. ‘That’s why I’m staying.’

Bridget looked up. ‘Here they come.’

From the road to their left a long column of labourers was marching, each carrying a heavy pair of filled baskets, hung from a bar across their shoulders. At their head was Brodie, looking both exhausted and ecstatic, his crutch hurrying him down from the terraced slopes.

‘Unload your baskets in the winery,’ Conal called out, walking over to meet them.

‘Aye,’ Brodie cried, ‘then it’s lunchtime.’

‘Got a good day for it,’ Bridget said
.

‘Just in time, I call it,’ Brodie said, stopping by the line of tables as the column continued on behind him into the winery. ‘First frost is coming soon, and that would have been the end of us. We’re lucky the weather’s held out this long.’

Draewyn passed him a mug of ale. He leaned against the table and drank it in one long draught.

‘That’s the first terrace done,’ he said, wiping his chin. ‘Three days for the lot I reckon. You coming to the stomping party tonight?’

‘Oh aye,’ Draewyn said. ‘We’ll be there.’

Empty-handed labourers were emerging from the winery, and began queuing at the tables. Killop and the others handed out ale and plates of food, and the workers sat, filling the courtyard. As the last were served, Conal came back out of the winery, wiping his hands with a rag.

‘They filled two vats,’ he grinned. ‘If they get another two this afternoon, we’re going to be up all night.’

Brodie frowned. ‘I’m starting to worry we won’t have enough barrels.’

‘Relax,’ Killop said, pouring ale into a line of mugs. ‘One thing at a time. Let’s get the grapes in first.’

‘That was braw,’ a young labourer said, placing her empty plate and mug onto the table. ‘What are we getting for dinner?’

‘Roasting a few pigs,’ Bridget said.

The labourer grinned.

Brodie clapped his hands. ‘Right, break’s over. Back to work.’
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After lunch was cleared away, Killop and the others began preparations for dinner and the grape stomping party. Kalden arrived with a few militia to help out, and by the time the sun was setting, everything was ready. The labourers returned from the terraces, again laden with heavy baskets, and dinner was served around a great fire in the middle of the courtyard.

When the last worker had been handed their food and drink, Killop 
took a mug for himself and savoured a cold ale. He watched the folk of his clan eating and laughing round the fire, and allowed himself a small measure of pride.

‘Remember,’ Brodie cried out. ‘Don’t get too drunk!’

The Kellach laughed and raised their mugs.

‘Stomping starts in an hour,’ the one-legged brewer shouted, as he dodged a thrown mug.

As Killop smiled, he felt a tap on his shoulder.

‘Excuse me, sir.’

He turned. Before him stood a Holdings woman, in the uniform of the new imperial army, wearing a steel breastplate and dark grey leathers. For the smallest moment his heart stopped before he realised it wasn’t Daphne.

‘I was told that you’re the Chief of the Severed Clan,’ the officer said.

‘I’m Killop.’

The officer bowed her head. ‘Then let me offer you my thanks for allowing the Imperial Recruiters onto the clan’s land.’

Killop nodded. ‘I appreciate that you asked politely, rather than try to sneak in.’

‘There was no need to sneak in,’ she said. ‘I believe our cause is just, and in the interests of the Severed Clan as well as the rest of the empire.’

‘There is no “rest of”,’ Bridget said, coming up beside Killop. ‘We’re not part of the empire.’

‘I’m not here to debate politics, madam herald,’ the officer said to Bridget, ‘but to do my best to persuade as many folk as are willing to volunteer, to help end the insurgency in the south.’

Killop looked past the officer. Behind her on the road leading to the river a wagon was parked. Around it were a dozen soldiers, equally split between Holdings, Rahain, and Kellach Brigdomin.

‘Do you want to speak to the workers?’ he said.

‘I’d be most grateful, Chief.’

He glanced at Bridget, who frowned, then gave a slight nod.

‘I’ll introduce you,’ he said. ‘Get your rousing speech prepared.
’

Killop walked out to where most could see him.

‘Thanks for all your work today,’ he said, his voice carrying across the courtyard. ‘Before you start stomping, there’s someone who wants to speak to you. An officer from the imperial army. I want you to know that I won’t stand in the way of anyone who volunteers. Freedom is worth nothing if you’re not allowed to leave.’

The officer appeared at his side, and he gestured for her to stand forward.

‘Men and women of the Kellach Brigdomin,’ she said, all eyes watching her. ‘Slateford Estate is beautiful and fertile, and you have already transformed it into a place that feels like home. It stirs in me a longing for my own home, the endless plains of wheat and horses that I love. I envy you. For all the dreadful suffering your people have endured, here you are, making a new life from the dirt with your own hands.

‘Yet a mere hundred miles south of here lies Calcite City, the base of the rebels who refuse to accept the universal peace the Emperor has brought. They continue to defy their lawful government, and have begun to strike out, attacking camps and supply lines like cowards, but never meeting us in full battle.

‘Do you think these rebels, who regard your people as chattel slaves, and who still hold at least thirty thousand of your folk in chains, do you think they would hesitate to raze Slateford to the ground? You represent all that they hate. And trust me on this, their hate for you is strong indeed.

‘Free folk, if they are truly free, protect what they love, and you love this fair place. Will you protect it? You may think, you have a militia who will protect you, who will guard the valley from any enemy. But if the lawful government of Rahain falls to the rebels, how long do you think your militia will hold out?

‘Think of the future, and make plans to secure it. Serve with the imperial army for two years, fight the last war to unite this world, and free the remainder of your folk who are enslaved. The pay is good. You know our cause. Anyone over sixteen who wishes to enlist can do so. Go 
to the wagon, give the soldiers there your name, and you will be given a token. If you present that token to the nearby fort within a third, you will be accepted into the army. We’ll be here all night, so even if you just want to chat, feel free to come and talk to us.’

She gestured to the alliance fighters behind her, who were standing in a row, their armour glistening in the firelight. She bowed.

‘Thank you for listening.’

The officer turned away, and joined Killop by the tables as the Kellach resumed their dinner.

‘That’ll probably do the trick,’ he said. ‘I think you’ll get a few names this evening.’

‘That would be fantastic,’ she said, looking over the table’s crowded contents of dishes, jugs and plates. ‘May I get some food for my squad, Chief? It’s been a long day.’

‘Of course, help yourself.’

He watched her as she picked up a large plate and gazed at the food on offer. She looked nothing like Daphne, but her presence brought her to mind. She would be well on her way to Slateford, and soon she would arrive with Karalyn, and his life would change.

The officer turned, and caught him gazing at her. She smiled.

‘Do you have anything non-alcoholic to drink?’

‘I’ll get you some grape juice,’ he said. He hoped that Daphne drank, she might find it difficult to fit in among the Kellach if she didn’t. He walked to the winery, chatting to a few workers on the way. As he reached the entrance, a runner approached, sprinting across the fire-lit courtyard.

‘Chief,’ he panted. ‘An intruder has been caught in the big house. Liam asked for you, said you needed to come.’
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Killop found Kalden, and the two of them hurried along the road to the mansion, a squad of militia following. It was dark by the time they reached the big house. A guard was waiting by the front door
.

‘Chief.’

‘What happened?’

‘Mage Liam has the details, Chief,’ she said as they entered the house. The guard led them to a large office on the ground floor, where the old sparker was sitting by the fireplace, his head bowed.

‘Liam,’ Killop said.

‘Ah Chief, you’re here,’ he said. ‘It’s my fault. I should have been keeping a better eye on things.’

‘I was told there was an intruder.’

‘The guards have him secured in the next room.’

‘Him?’

‘A Holdings priest.’

‘Where was he found?’

‘I caught him, chief,’ Liam said. ‘I went in to check on Lilyann and Dean, and there he was, talking to them like he was an old friend.’

Killop felt rage grow within him. He strode to the door, Kalden a step behind. He flung it open and entered. Six guards were inside, watching a solitary dark-skinned man, who was sitting on a stool.

‘You,’ Killop said. ‘Millar.’

The deacon glanced up.

‘I told you not to come back,’ Killop said, his eyes dark.

‘The Creator sees no boundaries,’ Millar said, a faint smirk on his lips, ‘and I am doing his work. If you are now going to beat me as a punishment, go ahead. I welcome it. The Creator will witness the suffering I undergo in his service, and know I am true to his purpose.’

Killop bared his teeth, his fists clenched. He towered over the Holdings man.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘I heard a rumour there were mages,’ Millar said, ‘and I came to find them. The souls of mages are prized above all others by the Creator, and it is our sacred duty to bring them to the truth.’

‘Your religion is not welcome here,’ Killop said.

Millar shrugged. ‘Your two young mages seemed quite interested in 
what I had to say. Indeed, they wondered why you had been keeping it from them.’

‘I’ll do what it takes to protect them from your lies.’

‘If you want, Chief,’ Kalden said, ‘you can just leave the room, and we’ll take care of this.’

Lilyann burst in. ‘Leave him alone!’

She ran across the floor, flinging herself between the Kellach and Millar, who smiled.

‘Don’t listen to him, Lilyann,’ Killop said. ‘His words are poison. He wants to hand you over to his church in Plateau City.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘He explained it all to us. I want to go. If Pyre is the Creator, and he loves mages with all his heart, and he has a plan for us, then I want to be part of that.’

‘There is no Creator.’

Millar smirked. ‘Do you think Miss Holdfast believes that?’

Killop stared at the priest. ‘How do you know about Daphne?’

Millar chuckled. ‘The One True Path know much about Miss Holdfast. And thanks to Lilyann, I now know she’ll be arriving here soon. I am blessed indeed. When I was given this assignment I had no idea that Daphne Holdfast would be coming. But let me get to the point. It’s well known in the church that the Creator himself once spoke directly to Miss Holdfast. He offered her the highest honours, but she spurned him, and is now a renegade against the holy church. She probably hates us even more than you do, but one thing she cannot deny: that the Creator is real.’

Killop said nothing, his thoughts racing. He was glad that Daphne was no friend of the Holdings church, but he also saw how ignorant he was of the life she had led, and the kind of person she was.

‘Chief?’ Kalden said.

‘Get him out of here,’ Killop said. ‘Don’t hurt him, just get him off the estate.’

‘Aye, Chief.’

Millar stood and allowed the guards to escort him to the door.

‘We shall meet again, Lilyann,’ he called out as he left. ‘Stay strong.
’

The young mage nodded, her face lit with defiance.

Killop gazed at her. ‘Are you doing this to spite us, or do you believe what the priest told you?’

‘Started with one,’ she said, ‘might be heading towards the other.’

Liam appeared at the door. ‘Off to bed, young lady.’

‘You can’t keep me here forever,’ she said, glaring at Killop. ‘You’re not my father.’
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‘It’s good to be inside for a change, miss,’ Jayki said, as he peered out of the carriage window at the countryside rolling by. ‘Much better than being up top.’

‘I thought you liked the fresh air,’ Shella said.

‘Oh yeah, I love being outside when it’s lashing down with rain, or in a howling gale. Especially when those bloody stupid gaien aren’t co-operating.’

‘Well, we’ve got horses pulling us now,’ Shella said. ‘We’ve moved up in the world.’

‘Those beasts scare the shit of me, miss.’

Secretary Jodie sighed, scrunched up a piece of paper, and began writing in her ledger again.

‘Distracting you, are we?’ said Shella.

‘Not at all, your Highness.’

‘Unless you’re writing down everything we say,’ Shella said, ‘I can’t see how you can have any work to do. We left twenty-two days ago…’

‘Twenty-four, your Highness,’ Jodie said.

‘Twenty-fucking-four, then, whatever,’ Shella sighed. ‘Point is, you must have run out of stuff to do by now.
’

‘I’m editing my journal, your Highness,’ Jodie said. ‘I intend to present it to the Rakanese archives, as a record of the first year of the embassy in Plateau City.’

‘First year, eh? Am I in it?’

‘Of course, your Highness. Ambassador Torrijananu was in the post for only ten thirds before you replaced him. For the last two sections of the journal, you are the ambassador. You do make other appearances in earlier chapters, detailing the contact you had with the embassy.’

Shella cringed. ‘How detailed?’

‘I’ve tried to include everything, your Highness, for the historical record.’

‘What bit you working on now?’ Jayki said.

‘The index.’

‘It’s got an index?’ Shella said, taking a cigarette out of her silver case.

‘Yes, your Highness. So if anyone wants to read about say, you, then they’ll be able to see all the pages where you’re mentioned.’

‘I know what a fucking index is,’ Shella said. ‘Just how big is your journal?’

‘One volume for each of the twelve thirds it covers, your Highness.’

‘That’s a lot of books you’re carrying.’

‘Oh, I’ve brought others, your Highness,’ Jodie said. ‘For instance, I have a copy of the official history of the Great Migration. There are plenty of copies already in Arakhanah of course, but I have amended my edition, adding everything I’ve heard you, Jayki and Prince Sami say about it. After all, you’re the only surviving eye-witnesses, it makes sense to add as much of your personal testimony as possible.’

‘You’ve put in all the shit that Sami’s said?’ Shella asked. ‘Even when he was drunk?’

‘I aim to be comprehensive.’

Shella glowered at the embassy secretary.

‘If you’re thinking of finding and destroying the documents I carry, your Highness,’ Jodie said, ‘then you should know that I’ve had other 
copies made. Of course, the journal will be lacking an index, but I’m sure readers will manage.’

Shella simmered, but said nothing.

‘Future generations deserve the truth,’ Jodie said. ‘Wouldn’t you agree, your Highness?’

‘Drop the highness shit.’

Jodie raised an eyebrow.

‘Makes you sound like a hypocrite,’ Shella went on. ‘You obviously think that royalty is ridiculous, and I don’t blame you.’

‘Secretary Daly insisted before our departure…’

‘Well he’s not here now, is he?’ Shella said, blowing smoke out of the open window. ‘As the ambassador, not as a princess, I order you to stop using “your highness”, at least until the government of Arakhanah puts a fucking crown on my head.’

‘As you wish… ma’am.’

‘That’s better,’ Shella said, gazing out at the view.

She shook her head. ‘Holdings settlers everywhere. New farms, new plantations, roads…’

‘Don’t see any other people,’ Jayki said. ‘Just Holdings.’

‘They’re taking the best bits of the Plateau for themselves.’

‘They’re behaving perfectly legally,’ Jodie said.

Shella snorted. ‘Only according to the terms of that stupid contract the Rakanese government signed with Guilliam.’

Jodie pursed her lips.

‘Nothing to say?’ Shella said, throwing her cigarette butt out of the window. ‘Come on, you must have an opinion. Off the record. Talk freely to me.’

‘I daren’t. I don’t trust you.’

‘Why not?’

‘I know about those little chats you’ve been having with the Lord Vicar, miss.’

Shella narrowed her eyes. ‘Are you one of those who’ve gone blabbing to the church?’

Jodie’s expression hardened. ‘No.
’

The secretary sat back, and put her ledger down.

‘I’m aware of the rumours,’ she said after a while, ‘but I’ve been unable to catch any of the staff in the act. The thought that someone is betraying our secrets to the Holdings disgusts me.’

‘But you’ve written a book on it,’ Shella said. ‘Twelve.’

‘But that’s for Arakhanah, not the Holdings.’

‘The conversations I’ve had with the Lord Vicar,’ Shella said, ‘were all about my friend Daphne Holdfast. Well, apart from the usual nagging I got from him about their endless demands. And you can stick that in your journal.’

Jodie eyed her in silence.

‘Okay,’ Shella said. ‘So we distrust each other. But I’m willing to be honest with you, if you’re honest with me.’

Jodie gazed out of the window.

Shella glanced at Jayki, who shrugged and passed her another cigarette.

‘I remember the Migration leaving,’ Jodie said.

Shella and Jayki turned to her.

‘I was working as a union rep at a rice packers in Wetfields District, you know it?’

Shella shook her head.

‘Well, it’s way up in the north. Edge of the city. Went to work one morning and there was no one there. We’d heard about your sister the day before, and knew she was causing a disturbance in the south, but we laughed it off as another crank. We were wrong.’

She paused as she continued to look at the gentle hills passing by, fields marked out with wooden fence posts, and cattle grazing in the autumn sun.

‘Was tempted to go myself,’ she went on. ‘Most of my brothers and sisters did, but then who would have taken care of my mum?’ She turned to Shella. ‘She was sick. Someone had to look after her.’

‘So you stayed?’ Shella said.

‘I stayed. My mum died soon after they left. And then things got really bad. Lost my job. The sea inundated the rice fields, and I ended 
up having to move nearer the centre, where I worked for thirds on the waterways, shoring up old walls for a bowl of food a day.’

Jodie sighed. ‘How I regretted not leaving with you. And then we heard you were all dead. I’m glad my mum wasn’t around for that. Every doomsayer had predicted that the Migration was going to fail, and I was one of the stupid ones who thought you’d flourish. When we get to Arakhanah, miss, you’ll probably hear people refer to the dark days. Those are the days they’re talking about, right after we heard the news. That’s when things collapsed for a while.’

‘You hate me, don’t you?’

‘Your family led the Migration. Your sister may have been queen, but her siblings all played their parts, especially you, miss. People did curse the Kanawara name for a good while. I know because I was one of them.’

‘I would have done the same,’ Shella said. ‘I tried to talk her out of it, before we left, but when I realised that nothing would change her mind I decided to help. I wanted it to succeed, but it was rotten from the moment Obli decided to crown herself.’

She broke off, memories flooding her mind. A tight pain formed in the pit of her stomach.

Jayki produced a small flask.

‘Been saving this,’ he said. ‘But I’ll need a drink if we’re going to talk about what happened.’

He took a swig and passed the flask to Shella. She raised it to her lips and drank, her throat burning from the cheap rum.

She handed it to Jodie.

‘Not the best,’ she said, taking a drink, ‘but thanks.’

Jayki took another swig.

‘I know fine that you don’t like Shella,’ he said to Jodie, ‘but you don’t know her. The shit we went through, she was always the one who saved our asses, but there was nothing she could do to stop that Kellach Brigdomin bitch from burning Akhanawarah.’

‘You don’t need to defend me, Jayki,’ Shella said
.

‘Well, miss, you do such a shit job of it yourself, I figure someone has to.’

There was a thump on the top of the carriage.

‘Roadblock ahead,’ called their driver.

As Jayki shoved his flask into a pack under the seats, Shella peered out of the window. Forty yards up the road two carts had been positioned across the carriageway, and a dozen Holdings folk in mismatched uniforms stood around. Several had crossbows, which they were levelling at Shella’s carriage.

The four horses pulling them slowed, and the wagon came to a halt.

A group of three broke away from the folk by the blockade, and strode forwards. Shella pulled her head back into the carriage.

‘Why have you stopped us?’ shouted down the driver.

‘You’re a Rakanese,’ a voice called back. ‘We have orders to apprehend any undocumented Rakanese on this side of the wall. Who’s the passenger?’

‘We’re escorting the ambassador herself, Princess Shellakanawara.’

There were a few sniggers from the irregular soldiers.

Shella opened the carriage door and stepped down onto the dusty road.

‘You find that funny, do you?’ she said to the soldiers, walking towards them.

The three Holdings stared at her. They had an assortment of armour and leathers of different sizes and insignia.

‘You’re not cavalry,’ she said, standing before them, ‘nor imperial army. Who’s giving your orders?’

‘We’re volunteers,’ said the Holdings man who had spoken before. ‘Border control. We work for the frontier governor. We pick up the trash during the day and throw it back over the wall every night.’

‘And what trash are you referring to, exactly?’

The three Holdings glanced at each other.

‘Rakanese trash,’ their leader said. ‘Illegal immigrants. They hop over the wall and we hunt them down.’

‘And you volunteered for this?
’

‘If we didn’t do it, the Plateau would be swarming with them.’

Shella considered killing them.

A quick flooding of the lungs for the three before her, and heart attacks for the rest by the carts. Drag the bodies off the road, clear the blockade, and they could be on their way in ten minutes.

She remembered Sami, and knew she wasn’t ready to accept the consequences.

‘You will let us pass,’ she said to the irregulars.

‘You’re travelling to Arakhanah?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then of course,’ their leader said, smiling. ‘We’ve no wish to stop any of you from going in that direction.’

He turned and signalled to the others, who started to drag the carts clear of the road.

The leader of the irregulars doffed his hat. ‘Have a good day, ma’am.’

Shella returned to the carriage in silence. Jodie and Jayki were both staring at her when she retook her seat.

After a moment, the driver lashed the reins, and the carriage moved off, passing the irregulars, who began reforming the roadblock as soon as they had gone by.

‘Pass me the flask,’ Shella said, her hand shaking.

Jayki dug under his seat and handed the rum to her, along with a cigarette.

‘You okay, miss?’

‘Just fucking great. I love being humiliated by a bunch of vigilante dickheads.’

She took a long swig.

‘Mind you,’ she went on, ‘don’t know why I’m so bothered, after all, being humiliated by Holdings assholes is part of my fucking job description.’

‘What’s why Torri quit early,’ Jodie said. ‘Did you know that? He couldn’t stand it any longer.’

‘I’ve only served half as long as he did,’ Shella said, ‘and I feel like I’ve taken as much as I can without going berserk. I seriously thought 
about killing them all back there, only the complications would be too messy.’

‘You could always quit.’

Shella started to reply, then remembered she didn’t trust Jodie. She wanted to open herself up, but for all she knew the Rakanese secretary was spying on her for Rijon.

She sat back and smoked.

Jodie frowned, then looked out of the window.

Jayki sighed, closed his eyes and leaned back against his seat.
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By nightfall the carriage was nearing the frontier, and Shella saw the lights of a settlement in the distance. Their driver guided them through the streets in the direction of the great border wall that loomed ahead. The settlement stretched out alongside the wall, next to a large fortified gatehouse that swallowed up the road.

They pulled into a courtyard in front of a tall stone building. As stable hands emerged to look after the horses, their driver opened the carriage door.

Shella stepped down.

Several of the Holdings folk in the courtyard stared at her, then at her companions as they descended from the carriage. A woman strode down the steps from the front door of the building.

‘Madam Ambassador?’ she said.

Shella nodded.

‘Welcome to Tanglefort. You have rooms booked here for the night. We will ensure your horses are stabled and cared for.’

‘Do you serve dinner?’

‘We do, ma’am,’ the woman said, ‘however I believe the governor has invited you to dine with him in the fort this evening.’

‘He has?’

‘There will be a carriage ready to take you there in an hour, ma’am.’

‘I can’t wait.’




[image: ]








The governor was a short, stocky Holdings man with a high opinion of his own sense of humour. Shella watched as Jayki faked another laugh, while Jodie sat stony-faced at the long table, smiling only at the servants who replenished their plates.

‘Under the last governor,’ he was saying, ‘the wall was as leaky as an incontinent old nag. Immigrants were sneaking over night and day. It’s no wonder the Emperor sacked her, she was of less use than a bath in Sanang.’

‘You’ve tightened it up, have you?’ Shella said, picking at the food on her plate.

‘I have indeed, ma’am,’ he said. ‘Did you know that I was asked for by Chamberlain Prior himself? Sort out the wall, he said to me. And that is precisely what I’ve done. A firm hand was all that was required.’

‘Does he know you’ve formed your own militia?’

‘Of course he does,’ the governor said. ‘Do you think I’m stupid? At some point I’m told that the proper army will come and take over, but until then we must look to our own security.’

‘Thugs with crossbows?’

‘Patriots, ma’am,’ he said, his eyes darkening. ‘Defenders of the Plateau, keeping out those who do not belong.’

‘And why do the Rakanese not belong?’

‘I suppose I could bore you by going about land sustainability, and relative population growth rates, but I don’t really care about any of that,’ he said. ‘Truth is, I just don’t want a horde of penniless, unwashed, degenerate amphibians coming in and ruining our country.’

Shella clenched her fists under the table.

‘With all due respect to you, of course ma’am,’ the governor said.

‘I presume you think I’m due no respect.’

‘Not at all, ma’am,’ he grinned. ‘You have a tough job, trying to lead the Rakanese. A dose of monarchy might do them good. Teach them to know their proper place in the world.
’

Shella forced her face to be calm. ‘Doesn’t your religion say that the Creator made all of the peoples that live here?’

‘That’s true,’ replied the governor, ‘but he didn’t make them all equal, did he now? There was only one people he chose to speak to, one people he chose to lead the others.’

He put down his mug and picked up a roasted leg of poultry.

‘That would be us,’ he winked, ‘in case you were wondering.’

Shella sensed Jodie glance at her, but she remained focussed on the governor. She was sure her face was about to crack with rage, but breathed deep, and sent a tendril of her power into the body of the Holdings man.

She located his oesophagus, and examined the blood flowing through his neck. There was a layer of muscle where, if she pushed the bloodflow just a little…

The governor paused. He dropped what was left of the roasted leg and put his hand to his throat. His mouth was formed into a circle, but no noise was coming out.

‘Quick!’ Shella cried. ‘The governor is choking!’

The governor clawed at his neck, his eyeballs rolling upwards. He emitted a strange gargling sound as the first servants rushed over. Two lifted him out of his seat, while a third began squeezing his wide chest. The governor struggled, and toppled to the ground, taking the servants with him.

Shella picked up her mug of water, and took a sip.

The sounds from below the table ceased, and a servant staggered to his feet.

‘The governor’s dead,’ he said, his eyes wide.

‘What a terrible tragedy,’ Shella said, ‘and in the middle of dinner, too.’

The servants stared at her.

Guards burst through the main doors of the dining room, and gazed at the scene.

‘The governor choked on his food,’ a servant said. ‘We tried to save him.
’

The officer walked to the table and examined the governor’s dinner plate. He picked up the half-eaten leg of poultry, shaking his head.

He glanced at Shella.

‘I will have a carriage summoned for you at once, ma’am,’ he said, ‘to carry you back to your accommodation.’

‘That’s probably for the best,’ Shella said. ‘My appetite has been completely ruined.’
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By the time they restarted their journey at dawn the following morning, Jodie had still not spoken to Shella. Even Jayki was being quiet, she noticed. As their carriage swung back out onto the main road leading towards the gatehouse, Shella gazed at her companions.

‘What’s the matter with you two?’

Jayki shrugged and Jodie ignored her.

Shella looked out of the window and lit a cigarette. The street was narrowing, and the carriage halted as it approached a huge set of wooden gates. Groups of irregular militia hung around, mixed in with cavalry troopers. The gates were opened, and their driver reined the horses through, into a long, wide tunnel.

The gates closed behind them, and they were cast into darkness. Above them was the mass of the frontier fort, where they had dined the night before, and where the governor’s corpse would be laid out somewhere.

Another set of gates opened, and light flooded their eyes, blinding them for a moment. Then they were through, and back out into the open air.

Shella looked back to see the huge frontier wall behind them, its gates closing. On both sides of the road spread an enormous shanty camp, filled with dusty, thin Rakanese, who were staring at the carriage. Within seconds, a crowd had formed around them, and begging hands were thrust through the windows. Children called out to them as they ran alongside the carriage
.

‘Speed up,’ Jayki said to the driver, who lashed the whip. The horses gained momentum, and the crowds scattered to either side as the carriage bounded down the road.

Shella glanced over to Jodie, who was staring out the window, her mouth open.

‘Not what you remember from the last time you were here?’ Shella said.

Jodie’s head snapped round to face her.

‘You irresponsible fool,’ she cried.

Shella smirked. ‘You’ve just noticed?’

‘We could have been arrested,’ Jodie went on. ‘You murdered the governor.’

‘He choked on a bone.’

Jodie narrowed her eyes. ‘I thought you wanted to be honest with me? Every time I think that you’re opening up, you do or say something stupid and I’m back to thinking you’re nothing but a vain, selfish fool.’

‘Now that,’ Shella said, ‘that sounded honest.’

Jodie clenched her fists and glared at her.

‘I lay awake all night,’ she said. ‘I was convinced that soldiers were going to break the door down, and drag us all off to prison, or worse.’

‘I’m not sorry he’s dead,’ Shella said. ‘Look out the window, look at all the suffering on this side of the wall. A gigantic slum, full of Rakanese people desperate to get out. This mess was caused by him.’

‘Another governor will just be appointed,’ Jodie said. ‘It makes no difference. Do you think his replacement will look more kindly on our people out here?’

‘Probably not.’

‘It’s the entire system that needs replaced, Shella. The whole imperial power structure that keeps the Holdings repressing the other peoples of this world must go, not just one sadistic governor. The Emperor is holding us in chains.’

‘And there we have it,’ Shella smiled. ‘I hope you put that in your journal.’

Jodie flushed
.

‘Said too much, did we?’ Shella smirked. ‘It’s just as well we agree.’

Jodie glanced up.

‘You’re right,’ Shella said. ‘The death of that idiot governor makes no difference. Quite enjoyed it anyway.’

The horses slowed to a trot as they reached the outskirts of the slum settlement. A crowd of children continued to chase them, but grew smaller in the distance as the carriage left them behind.

Jayki closed his eyes and leaned back.

‘It’s all true, isn’t it?’ Jodie said.

‘What?’ Shella said.

‘You killed lots of people during the Migration?’

Shella nodded.

‘How many?’

‘More than a few,’ Shella said. ‘That was my first Holdings though.’
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The old man lay asleep at his desk, his head resting on a pile of papers. A pot of ink had spilled next to his hand, its dark contents seeping through a large map of southern Rahain. A solitary lamp burned from the wall behind him, illuminating a small study.

Wake up.

The old man stirred.


Laodoc,
 Daphne called to him.

His eyes jerked open, and he scanned the room, his tongue flickering.


I’m in your head,
 she said.

‘Daphne, is that you?’ Laodoc whispered.

It is. I need to talk to you, please.

‘Of course my dear,’ Laodoc said, rubbing his forehead. He looked older, more worn with care and time, but his eyes held their spark. ‘Although it’s a little difficult to concentrate with you inside my mind.’


Let’s try this instead,
 she said. She went to the area of his mind controlling his eyesight and projected a vision of herself standing in front of him
.

‘Oh my,’ Laodoc gasped.

‘Is that better?’ she asked.

‘Much, thank you,’ he said. ‘Even though I know you’re not really there, it seems more normal to speak to you like this. Well, a little more normal at any rate.’

‘How have you been?’

‘Oh, you know,’ he said. ‘Invasion, the overthrow of the republic, becoming chancellor, seeing my country descend into civil war, and my people desert their culture and flock to the Holdings religion in their thousands. I think I’m doing quite well, considering. You?’

‘I had a baby girl.’

‘My congratulations,’ he smiled, pouring himself a brandy. ‘I’ll drink to her health.’

‘It’s good to see you.’

‘And you, my dear,’ he said, taking a sip. ‘So, have you learned how to do this all the way from Plateau City, or am I to assume that you’ve returned to Rahain?’

‘I’m back,’ she said, ‘though I’m not in the capital yet. Did the church not tell you I was coming?’

‘It must have slipped their minds. One of many things they have neglected to tell me.’

‘Don’t trust them.’

‘All trust between myself and your church broke down some time ago, I can assure you.’

‘They’re not my church,’ Daphne said. ‘I’m a renegade.’

Laodoc raised an eyebrow.

‘Their own word for me,’ she said. ‘I’m taking it as a hard won compliment.’

‘Are you fleeing from them again?’

‘No, we’ve reached a compromise. They leave me alone, I leave them alone.’

Laodoc shook his head. ‘Did I not just hear you say, dear Daphne, that they weren’t to be trusted?’

Daphne shrugged. ‘I’m well aware what they’re capable of. Legally 
though, I’ve done nothing wrong, so I can’t be arrested. That won’t stop some of them from trying to kill me, and my daughter. The One True Path already tried in Rainsby.’

Laodoc shook his head. ‘Awful. And your daughter, she must be nearly nine-thirds old by now?’

‘Eight and a half. Her name is Karalyn.’

‘Lovely.’ Laodoc sighed. ‘I always wished for a daughter. For a time I lived as if Simiona were mine, and it might be the happiest I’ve ever been.’ He looked up. ‘There are no slaves in Rahain any more, Daphne. At least not in the regions we control.’

‘How’s it going with the rebellion?’

‘Not well,’ he said, taking another drink. ‘They have money. And slaves to work while their peasants fight for them. They’ve taken to calling themselves the Old Free, and are led by a rebel government in Calcite City made up of senators and councillors who fled the invasion. My son Ruellap is one of them. So too is Douanna.’

‘I should have killed her.’

‘But you didn’t,’ Laodoc said, ‘and now I believe she has attained a certain level of power within the rebel administration. I have seen her signature on several orders we intercepted being sent to her spies. Agents from the church captured a nest of them.’ He looked up at Daphne. ‘In the fight against the rebellion, I have to accept that the church have been willing allies. They hate the rebels as much as anyone.’

‘They want the whole world to bow to the Emperor.’

‘Yes,’ Laodoc said, ‘but what’s got them more annoyed than the political situation, is that the rebels hunt down and kill any Holdings missionary they find on their territory. Dozens of deacons and priests have been executed, their bodies displayed by the roadside. Some have even been assassinated while they walked the streets of the capital, killed by Old Free sympathisers.’ He smiled. ‘This is something the Severed Clan shares with the rebels.’

Daphne frowned.

‘Killop has also banned Holdings missionaries from entering his 
clan’s land at Slateford,’ Laodoc said. ‘Probably for the same reasons as the rebels, though he would no doubt dispute that. However, they are on the wrong side of history. The Rahain people are converting to the creator-faith like thirsty men to water, with no sign of slowing down. Whole neighbourhoods of the capital now worship the Creator, and it’s the same in Jade Falls and Tahrana, in fact wherever the missionaries are able to go.’

‘Killop has banned them?’

‘Yes. Sent them packing, I believe. He hasn’t executed any, as the rebels have done, but his actions have vexed the church here in the capital. Ghorley keeps trying to get me to overturn their law of sovereignty, that grants the Severed Clan the right to live according to their own customs, but I never shall. I’ll take one small victory over that damned priest.’

‘So Ghorley’s still in charge?’

‘He runs the Church Mission, co-ordinating the mass conversions, and sending out One True Path missionaries to every corner of Rahain. General Harkin may be the imperial legate, but Ghorley is the one pulling all the strings.’

Laodoc lifted his glass of brandy. ‘He even tried to ban this. Ridiculous. When I told him no, he just sent out his deacons, and they destroyed several bars and roughed up members of the wine merchants’ guild, while soldiers looked the other way. Most of the new army regiments are made up entirely of converts. They keep the peace, and they fight the rebels, but I know where their true loyalty lies.’

‘I saw some detachments of Holdings troopers on their way out of Rahain as we were coming in,’ Daphne said. ‘Why are they leaving if the rebellion’s getting worse?’

‘There’s been some sort of disturbance in Sanang,’ Laodoc sighed. ‘That’s what Harkin told me. The Emperor asked for troops, and Ghorley assured him we could defeat the insurgency with the new army alone. After all, the Creator is on our side.’

‘Faith won’t keep out a crossbow bolt.’

‘Quite, Daphne. Luckily not all of the new army is beholden to the 
church. We have managed to recruit over ten thousand Kellach Brigdomin, most of whom have fighting experience of one sort or another.’

‘What about Killop? He hasn’t joined up, has he?’

‘No,’ Laodoc smiled. ‘He’s quite safe. He did allow the imperial recruiters onto the estate though, and several thousand from Slateford enlisted. I imagine he’s got his hands full running the place, not to mention looking forward to seeing you and Karalyn.’

She gazed at the floor. ‘It’s been a long time apart. Damn Kylon.’

‘But Daphne, without the Severed Clan’s intervention at the Battle for the Gates, the day might have been lost.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘I heard. I understand all that, but I still wanted him beside me.’

‘And now your wait is almost at an end,’ Laodoc said. ‘Do you know how to get to Slateford Estate?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you going straight there?’

‘No, there’s something in the city I have to do first. Don’t worry, I won’t cause any trouble.’

‘Do you require an escort, my dear, if you’re worried for your security?’

She shook her head. ‘Thanks for the offer. I’ll send word when we reach Slateford.’

Laodoc smiled. ‘All the best, Daphne.’

The apparition disappeared.

Take care, Laodoc.

Daphne pulled her vision back to where she sat cross-legged on the floor of a small cabin they had rented from a farmer a few miles from the capital. Her eyes snapped open, and she heard Karalyn squeal.

‘That was quick,’ said Bedig.

He lit a stick of keenweed and passed it to her, along with a cup of wine.

‘Thanks,’ she said, taking a drag.

Her mind cleared. The room was in shadows, the shutters closed. A lamp burned on a table
.

Karalyn tottered over to her. Daphne reached out with her right arm and gave her daughter a hug.

‘You should be in bed, Kara-bear.’

‘I’ll take her,’ Bedig said, standing. He plucked Karalyn off her feet and carried her over to a cot.

‘Thanks,’ Daphne said.

‘How’d it go?’

‘Rahain’s in a mess,’ she said. ‘Poor Laodoc, squeezed between the church and the rebels. The sooner we leave the capital the better.’

‘We’re going into the capital?’ Bedig said, turning from the cot. Karalyn was lying down but was still awake, making gurgly laughing noises.

‘I have a job for you,’ Daphne said.

She reached into her pack and withdrew a purse of coins. Bedig came over and sat down. She handed him the purse, and a slip of paper. He squinted at it.

‘That’s the address,’ she said. ‘Be discreet.’

He nodded. ‘Back on the weed, then?’

‘I’ll need it for the amount of vision I’ll be doing.’

Bedig said nothing.

Daphne glared at him. ‘Do I say anything about your drinking?’

‘I’m not judging you, miss.’ He placed the purse and paper into his own pack.

She took a long sip of wine.

‘When we get there,’ she said, ‘we’ll stable the horses by the western gate, split up, and meet back there at sunset. If we ride through the night, we could make Slateford by the following evening.’

‘I wonder if I’ll know anyone there.’

‘I think they’re all ex-slaves.’

‘My brother was captured and enslaved when the Rahain took our village. I escaped before the wagons had left Brig, and left him behind. That was the last I ever saw of him.’

‘If he’s alive,’ Daphne said, ‘he’ll be in Rahain.’

‘Or he might have left, to go back to Brig.
’

Daphne glanced at him. ‘But there’s nothing down there. The Rahain left it a desert.’

Bedig smiled. ‘That’s what most folk believe, or want to believe, but I was there, remember? I met Keira, and Kylon, and Leah and the others in Domm. There are people still living there, Daphne. They were well hidden in the glens when we left to fight in Kell, before Kylon dragged us off to help Shella in Akhanawarah.’

‘Then why is Duncan the Kellach chief?’ Daphne said. ‘Should it not be someone who is living in your homeland?’

‘Like I said, many folk, including Duncan in Plateau City, want to believe that the whole of Kellach Brigdomin is a wasteland, and Domm, where all the survivors are living, is at the furthest tip of the world, and between it and the Plateau are all those miles of desert you were talking about. Destroyed villages, opencast mines, slagheaps. Shanty towns of slave Rahain, toiling day and night. But the folk way down in Domm are living in a world of their own. I’ll bet none of them have even heard there’s an emperor.’

‘They will soon,’ Daphne said, ‘if freed slaves start returning from Rahain.’

Bedig nodded.

Daphne stood. ‘Bed.’

‘Aye.’

She turned down the lamp and got into the small wooden pallet, a pile of blankets keeping out the autumn chill. She heard Bedig lumber about until he found his own bed and got into it.

She closed her eyes and listened out for Karalyn’s breathing, its soft rhythm lulling her to sleep.
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Daphne hired a gaien-drawn cart with a driver at the western gates of the capital, and sat in the back with Karalyn as it pulled them through the great tunnels of the city. The western region was one of the areas least damaged by the alliance invasion, but the scars were still visible. 
Beggars lined the busy junctions, and many of the street lamps were not working, casting deep shadows across the thoroughfares.

Groups of Rahain soldiers in grey uniforms stood watching the crowds of people going about their business. The brown tunics worn by slaves and peasants alike before the invasion were still ubiquitous, although no slave chains were evident, and there was no way to tell the difference between the two groups. A few Holdings troopers were on guard at certain points, while dozens of their black-robed country-folk were out on the streets, preaching to quiet and attentive crowds.

There was little traffic on the roads, and Daphne saw none of the old, ostentatious carriages that the aristocratic class had used to travel.

‘This your first time in the city, miss?’ the Rahain driver asked.

‘No,’ she replied. ‘I’m returning after a year away.’

‘So, you church or army?’

‘Neither.’

The driver waited for her to continue, and when she didn’t, he cracked the whip and kept his gaze forward.

Karalyn stirred, picking up the nerves that her mother was feeling.

‘It’s all right,’ Daphne whispered. ‘It’s going to be fine.’

As they drew closer to the centre of the city, Daphne began recognising streets and caverns, and the almost hidden entrances to the network of service tunnels and shafts that she remembered so well from her time in the city. The richer caverns were now unguarded, and folk in brown tunics were moving everywhere, without any of the roadblocks and barriers that had kept them restricted to certain areas under the old regime. Poverty was still endemic, she saw, despite the new freedoms that the lower classes were enjoying. Thin children played in the small squares they passed, running in the dim lamplight, while groups of out-of-work adults gathered at street corners, their faces wan and hungry.

Signs of the battle for the city appeared: scorched tunnel walls, boarded-up shopfronts, and smashed statues and monuments.

The cart pulled into the central government cavern. Ahead, the Senate building towered above everything else, as it had for millennia. 
Battle damage scarred its high walls, and the flag of the empire, showing a golden five-pointed star, flew from the highest turret.

Next to it, the smaller but still impressive Council Chambers sat, untouched by any stain of war. The driver guided the cart down a narrow street a few blocks from the council, and halted in front of a large stone building, its walls recently painted white.

‘Here we are, miss,’ the driver said. ‘The Church Mission.’

Daphne took a firm hold of Karalyn, and stepped down from the cart. She reached into a purse on her belt and handed the driver some coins.

‘There will be more if you wait for me,’ she said. ‘This shouldn’t take too long.’

‘Yes, miss,’ he said. ‘Of course.’

Daphne walked to the gates at the front of the building, carrying Karalyn on her right hip. She reached into her vision, and checked that the protections she had placed were still there. She took a breath, and approached the gates.

A Holdings guard stepped in front of her.

‘Can I help you?’

‘I’d like to see Father Ghorley.’

‘Oh yeah? You got an appointment?’

‘No.’

‘Then give me one good reason why I should let you in.’

‘My name is Daphne Holdfast,’ she said. ‘Father Ghorley will want to see me.’

The guard squinted at her, as if he recognised the name but couldn’t place it.

‘Holdfast, eh? Wait a minute.’ He turned and gestured to another guard.

They whispered together, and the younger guard nodded, then sprinted for the mansion. Daphne shifted Karalyn’s weight on her hip, a mask of calm upon her face.

A few moments later, the younger guard ran back out from the great building, down the wide steps, and towards the gates
.

He nodded. ‘Let her in.’

The first guard raised an eyebrow. ‘Fair enough.’

He pulled the bar of the gates clear, and swung them open.

‘Thank you,’ Daphne said, entering the courtyard in front of the steps. She gazed around. Groups of black-clad deacons stood by a row of wagons, loading them up with books and supplies. Several of them cast glances across the courtyard at her and Karalyn, but no one spoke.

Daphne strode towards the steps, mounted them and went through the front doors, guards holding them open.

She heard a low chuckle, and saw a man waiting for her.

‘Well, well. I was about to sack that guard for drunkenness, so sure was I that you’d never walk through those doors again.’

‘Good afternoon, Joley,’ she said. ‘I didn’t know that any of the old embassy staff still worked here.’

‘I’m the only one,’ he said. ‘Come, Father Ghorley is waiting.’

He turned and she followed him down a marble-floored corridor.

‘After we’d been released from the prison cells where the Rahain had been keeping us,’ Joley said, ‘Ambassador Quentin and the others opted for early retirement, and returned to the Holdings.’

‘But you stayed?’

Joley shrugged. ‘I’ve been here too long. Wouldn’t know what to do with myself back home. Things have changed.’

‘This is no longer the embassy, for instance.’

‘No,’ Joley said. ‘This is the Church Mission.’ He glanced at her and smirked. ‘They changed the name, gave the place a lick of paint to hide the smoke damage, and fixed the windows. Today we seem to function mainly as a gathering point for missionaries heading out into the wilds of Rahain.’

‘I saw a few outside.’

He paused as they reached a door.

‘You’re either brave or stupid for coming here,’ he said. ‘Father Ghorley nearly spat his tea out when he heard you’d arrived. You’re supposed to be on your way to Slateford, or so our intelligence told us.
’

‘I’m not a criminal,’ she said. ‘I’m not on the run. Why would I not want to pay my respects to the empire’s representatives in Rahain?’

Joley smiled.

He put his hand on the door.

‘Good luck in there, Holdfast,’ he said. ‘As I said, things have changed.’

Joley pushed the door open, and Daphne walked in, Karalyn held close to her.

‘Miss Daphne, do come in,’ Ghorley called from across the room. He was sitting behind an enormous desk, where a silver tray with teapot and cups rested amidst a heap of papers. A dozen men and women in black robes were standing by the desk, each displaying a different expression. Some showed curiosity, others alarm and even fear. A few failed to hide their contempt.

‘Greetings Father Ghorley,’ Daphne said, striding towards him, her face glowing with confidence, despite the hammering of her heart behind her ribs. ‘I’m newly arrived in the capital, and thought I’d come by for a little chat.’

‘Why of course,’ said Ghorley, the grin on his lips not reaching his eyes. ‘Tea?’

‘Thank you. And a smoke, if you have one.’

Ghorley gestured to a black-robed man to his left, who offered Daphne a cigarette. Ghorley then picked up the teapot, and began to pour.

Daphne put Karalyn down and lit the cigarette. The infant hugged Daphne’s leg, keeping her face buried in her long cloak.

‘She’s a little tired,’ Daphne said, the crippled fingers of her left hand stroking Karalyn’s dark hair. ‘She’ll be needing a nap soon, so I won’t stay long. You’ve spoken to the Lord Vicar, I’m sure. You’ll know that he wants me as far away as possible and, well, here I am. He also wants me to not interfere with the work of the church, so let me promise you this – if you stay away from me, I’ll stay away from you. I intend to go to Slateford, and live there, in peace. I have no desire to 
intervene in the politics of the world, and expect you to respect that. Do we understand each other?’

‘Such a pity,’ Ghorley said. ‘When I asked you to rescue her Highness Princess Shellakanawara and then return to Plateau City, I hoped with all my heart that it would lead to your reconciliation with the church. Someone like yourself should be working for us, with us. Ahh, Daphne, the great things we could accomplish together.’ He shook his head.

‘Do we have an understanding?’

‘Of course, Daphne,’ Ghorley said. ‘The church will do you no harm, as long as you keep to your side of the agreement. You won’t be shocked to learn that I’ve been asked to monitor your whereabouts by the Lord Vicar, and up until this morning I thought I’d been doing a good job. It’s not often I’m surprised, Daphne, but you achieved that today.’

He raised his teacup in salute, and gazed at Karalyn.

Daphne felt the priest’s vision flex out like a whip towards her daughter, and she knew then that Ghorley was more powerful than any mage she had yet encountered. Even so, the webs of protection she had woven about Karalyn were enough to prevent him from entering her mind. Daphne almost grunted with the effort, but kept her composure.

Ghorley opened his mouth and blinked.

‘How?’ he whispered.

‘How what?’ Daphne said.

Ghorley glanced up. ‘What? Oh, I was just… just wondering how you were travelling to Slateford.’

‘We have a carriage,’ she smiled, ‘with Holdings horses. Lovely beasts, as long as I don’t get close enough to smell them.’

Ghorley coughed, and his face calmed.

‘When you get to Slateford,’ he said, ‘be sure to ask Chief Killop to overturn his foolish ban on missionaries entering the clan’s estate. No one is forced to join our religion, but surely it’s fair that everyone has the chance to listen to our message?’

‘That’s a matter for him,’ she said, ‘and I don’t intend to ruin our first moments together by discussing the church.
’

‘So you’ll bring it up after an appropriate interval?’

‘I’ll think about it.’

‘Rahain is turning,’ Ghorley said. ‘The people here have been blessed by the Creator, and are converting daily in their thousands. The freed slaves in particular have taken to it. The notion of the Creator loving each one of them has sparked a change in their hearts. The masses have given up their wicked ways, and are living pure, devout lives of worship, flocking to serve the Creator and perform the noble work of the church.’

He gazed into Daphne’s eyes, but she felt no power emerge from him.

‘Killop cannot resist this reformation,’ he said. ‘If he tries, it will sweep him away.’

‘I doubt the Kellach Brigdomin will be as susceptible to conversion as the Rahain.’

‘That may be true,’ he said, ‘but it cannot be right that they are forbidden to even consider it.’

Daphne said nothing.

‘Well,’ Ghorley said, ‘I tried. You said you would think about it, and so I must be satisfied with that.’

Daphne picked up Karalyn, resting her again on her hip.

‘Thank you for the tea.’

‘You’re most welcome,’ Ghorley said, sitting up in his seat. ‘One last thing. Be careful on the road. Old Free bandits and criminals lurk in the valleys, and have been known to strike out at innocent travellers.’

‘They’re getting this close to the capital?’

‘Unfortunately,’ Ghorley said. ‘However, we are recruiting and training a truly mighty army. The rebellion will be smashed, of that there is no doubt.’

Daphne nodded. ‘Farewell.’

‘Farewell, Miss Holdfast.’

Daphne turned and walked for the door, feeling their eyes boring into her back.
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Bedig took Karalyn from Daphne and placed her into the back of the wagon. Daphne clambered up after them, and slumped down next to her daughter, her hand trembling with exhaustion.

The Brig man lashed the reins, and the horses moved off down the road in the direction of the setting sun.

‘How’d it go?’

Daphne smiled. ‘Made it back, didn’t we?’

‘I was worried they would try something.’

‘They were too surprised to know what to do.’

She sat Karalyn on her knee and gazed back up the road towards the gatehouse of the city as it grew smaller in the distance.

‘It worked, I think,’ she said. ‘It showed them I’m not afraid, but it took a lot out of me. Ghorley’s strong.’

‘Not as strong as you, though?’

‘Not as strong as me.’

‘Here,’ he said, passing her a smokestick.

She lit it and inhaled.

‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘I assume your day went well?’

‘Took me a while to find the place,’ he said, ‘but the old woman’s still there, and remembered you from when you used to buy off her. She said she was giving me a good price, but I reckon you were ripped off.’

He passed her a leather pouch from under the driver’s bench. She opened it, and saw a thick bundle of smokesticks.

She smiled.

‘No, Bedig,’ she said. ‘That’ll do.’
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Agang relaxed and lay back, gazing up at the patches of blue sky visible through the branches of the forest. Nothing reached his ears but the sound of birds in the trees, and the splashing coming from the little river close by.

‘Woah, that was a cold swim,’ said Giles, emerging from the water.

Agang watched the handsome young Holdings man clamber up the bank, his dark skin glistening with droplets. He reached down, picked up a towel and began drying himself, as Agang lit a stick of dreamweed.

‘Come and sit here,’ he said, patting the grass next to him. ‘We’ll share this before we return to town.’

Giles nodded, and walked over. He gathered his clothes and pulled a loose tunic over his shoulders.

‘Have you enjoyed this morning?’ Agang asked.

‘Yes, your Majesty,’ Giles said, sitting and taking the weedstick from the king. ‘Thanks for inviting me along.’

‘I needed a break,’ Agang said. ‘It’s nice to get away from all the stresses of politics, even if it’s only for a few hours.’

‘You picked a lovely spot,’ Giles said, gazing around at the forest 
clearing. The leaves of the seasonal trees were shaded red and orange, interspersed with green spruce needles.

‘Sanang is the most beautiful country in the world,’ Agang said, ‘and autumn is its most wonderful season.’

‘You’ve yet to see the Holdings, your Majesty.’

‘Very true.’

‘It’s also beautiful, but it’s a more austere beauty. The endless plains, and the vast open sky, and glorious sunsets that seem to last forever.’

‘And warmer too, I believe?’

‘Yes,’ Giles said. ‘Much hotter in summer. I’m from the eastern holds, where it hardly ever rains for half the year, and the ground gets dry and dusty. The first autumn showers should be arriving there about now.’

‘Do you miss it?’

Giles nodded. ‘Yes, but I want to be here, your Majesty.’

‘Even with all the recent troubles?’ Agang said. ‘Tension in the town is rising. The people are fearful with all the waiting.’

‘Commander Mandalecht will send news soon, your Majesty. I’m sure of it.’

‘I hope so. It’s been over a third. He should have reached the River Tritos days ago.’

‘There are many ways a messenger could have been delayed, your Majesty.’

‘Of course. I’m sure you’re right,’ Agang said. ‘I’m probably worrying over nothing.’

He stubbed out the weedstick and got to his feet. Giles accepted his offered hand and stood, his dark hair dripping.

Agang clapped, and a dozen soldiers emerged from the surrounding forest.

‘Your Majesty,’ their officer bowed.

‘We’re ready to return,’ Agang said.

‘Very well, your Majesty.’

The officer raised his hand, and the soldiers formed up into a 
flanking escort. He pointed forwards, and they moved off, Agang and Giles in their midst.

‘Father Pieper is attending court this afternoon,’ Agang said.

‘Thanks for the warning, your Majesty,’ Giles said. ‘I’ll stay well clear of him when we get back. He looks at me funny.’

‘He can be rather annoying at times,’ Agang said. ‘However, he may have performed the vision he was talking about, to see if he could find the army’s whereabouts. If he was successful, then I want to hear what he has to say.’

The path followed the bank of the stream for a mile, then turned north, where the first signs of habitation became visible. Fields and orchards ran for acres on the western side of Broadwater, and small farms and dwellings dotted the landscape. Oats, fruit and corn were the main crops grown next to the town, with cocoa and coffee plantations further along the Twinth. Agang gazed across the bountiful fields. Already the first harvests were beginning, and would intensify over the following days.

‘What’s that?’ Giles cried, and a few of the soldiers halted, their mouths opening.

Agang heard a scream and looked up. A great plume of smoke was rising from the direction of Broadwater, thick and black, carried by a light breeze.

He nodded to the officer, and they increased their speed.

Ahead, a new settlement had been built, nestled up against the western wall of the town. The road ran through its centre, ending in a large set of gates leading to the town. A crowd had gathered, looking up at the smoke.

‘The firewitch is here!’ someone cried, and the crowd froze for a second, then panicked.

Groups of peasants began running away from the town amid jostling, curses and shouts of terror. The soldiers bunched around Agang as the mob approached. More people were streaming through the gates ahead, pushing aside any guards who tried to block their way
.

‘Off the road,’ Agang shouted to his escort, and they piled down the bank to their right and into a ditch as the crowd swept past.

‘Keira kill-kill!’ someone screamed.

Fights broke out on the road, above where Agang crouched, as people shoved and punched each other in their haste to flee. Some fell, their cries cut out as they were trampled.

Agang got to his feet.

‘Come on,’ he yelled to his escort, and began running along the course of the ditch towards the town, his boots sinking into the soft mud. Giles slipped, and Agang pulled him up. Above, the crowds were thinning, and Agang ran up the bank and back onto the road.

‘Your Majesty!’ cried his nephew Gadang, who was ahead by the gates, an entire company of soldiers standing in lines behind him.

Agang’s escort formed up and they dashed into the safety of the ranks.

‘Are you all right, your Majesty?’ Gadang said, his eyes darting over the crowds still fleeing the town.

‘Yes,’ Agang replied. ‘What’s happening?’

‘A fire, your Majesty.’

‘I know that,’ he shouted. ‘Is the town under attack?’

‘I don’t know.’

Agang shook his head. He strode to the front of the company of armoured soldiers.

‘We’re going in,’ he cried. ‘Secure the streets, find the source of the fire, and kill any rebels you see.’

He turned, and drew his sword.

Behind him, he heard two hundred soldiers get ready.

‘Clear the way!’ Agang bellowed, and started for the gate.

Peasants scattered at the sight of the company charging towards them, some throwing themselves off the side of the road, others sprinting back into the town.

Agang passed through the cleared gates and into Broadwater.

The smoke was coming from the area beyond the market, in the direction of Temple Square. The main street was filled with running 
townsfolk, screaming and shouting, but Agang could see no enemy warriors, or any signs of organised fighting.

The company formed a wedge, and rolled through the crowds towards the source of the fire. They reached the market, which was deserted, and continued on, past the front of the courthouse, and down towards Temple Square. The crowds had fled from the vicinity of the fire, but up ahead Agang saw more soldiers, barring the road in a thick line.

At their rear, an officer stood, directing the soldiers as they faced down the street.

‘Captain,’ he said, striding towards the officer.

‘Your Majesty,’ the officer bowed.

‘Report, please.’

‘House-fire we think, your Majesty,’ he said. ‘Spread to a whole block. Folk were shouting about the firewitch, and started running. I ordered my men in to restore order, but we encountered opposition up ahead. Seems a crowd of pro-rebels also heard the shouts, and thought it was the signal to start fighting. We have them sealed up in the square, your Majesty. Shall we move in?’

Agang gazed down the street, but couldn’t see past the wall of soldiers’ backs. To their left, more soldiers stood in a long chain, passing buckets of water down to the block of houses where the fire burned.

He nodded.

‘Shall we show any quarter, your Majesty?’

‘Take a few captives for later. Kill the rest.’

The captain nodded, and signalled to a young herald, who raised a horn and gave a sharp blast.

The soldiers ahead roared and charged down the street. There was a crunch, followed by the sound of steel and men dying.

Next to him, Giles flinched, and Agang put his hand on his shoulder.
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‘There is one good aspect to this ugly business, your Majesty,’ Hodang said, as he and Agang strode through Temple Square an hour later, stepping over the broken bodies of dead rebels and soldiers. The fire was out, though the housing block to their left was still smoking.

Agang frowned.

‘The panic flushed the rebels out early,’ Hodang said. ‘We knew there were more of them in the city, laying low and biding their time. They showed their hand, and we destroyed them. Imagine, your Majesty, what damage they could have caused had they risen up while Broadwater was actually under attack.’

They stopped in front of a line of soldiers, who were guarding a small number of prisoners. Agang gazed at the faces of those who had been captured. Defiance and fear mixed as one in their eyes. Many had injuries, but were being denied access to the hedgewitches that were attending his own soldiers.

‘Your Majesty,’ the captain said, ‘shall we organise more crucifixions?’

Agang opened his mouth to speak, when he saw Father Pieper approach, his face strewn with tears.

‘Your Majesty!’ he cried. ‘Please, I beg you to come with me.’

‘What is it?’

‘Something your soldiers have just discovered, your Majesty. Something unholy has occurred.’

Agang nodded, and he and Hodang followed the priest to the front of the small temple to the old gods that sat along one side of the square. There, on the steps leading up to the entrance, lay scattered limbs and body parts, hacked and bloody. Dark-skinned heads, arms, legs and torsos were mixed in with strips of torn black cloth, covering the wide steps.

Agang recoiled.

‘Witness,’ Pieper cried. ‘Witness this atrocity. Unarmed preachers, men and women beloved by the Creator, ripped to shreds by those savages.’

He knelt, sobbing, and put his hand on the head of a Holdings 
woman, the rest of her body strewn in pieces with the others. He closed her eyes.

‘Deacon Julia,’ he wept. ‘Twenty years old. Martyred for the faith.’

‘There must be at least a dozen bodies lying here,’ Hodang said, ‘maybe more. Is this all of the missionaries that were in Broadwater?’

‘I haven’t counted them yet,’ said Pieper. ‘I don’t know.’

‘For this,’ Agang said, ‘we will allow you to personally execute one of the captives we have taken.’

Pieper stared at Agang.

‘Your royal justice will suffice, your Majesty,’ he said. ‘Just make sure they suffer.’

‘They will,’ Agang said, ‘have no doubt about that.’

‘I curse that damn fire mage,’ Pieper said. ‘I fear this is the fate of all missionaries in Sanang, wherever that bitch rules.’

The priest stood, his eyes red, and his fists clenched.

‘You will grind your heel into her corpse,’ Agang said, ‘as I will do to B’Dang D’Bang. By now Mandalecht will be at the River Tritos. The rebels will find our army a different proposition from the farmers and missionaries they have slaughtered so far.’

Pieper nodded. ‘This evening I’ll look out with my vision to see if I can discover what’s happening. As you know, your Majesty, the forest cover can make it difficult to see anything, but I will try again for you.’

The sound of someone approaching reached Agang’s ears, and he turned.

‘Your Majesty,’ bowed Imperial Legate Robban. ‘The riot is over?’

‘It is,’ Agang said.

‘I heard the news about the missionaries,’ he said, gazing down at the gore-covered steps of the temple. ‘I came to see for myself.’

‘Killed by rebel spies and sympathisers,’ Hodang said. ‘A most tragic occurrence.’

‘The security of Holdings personnel within Broadwater is your responsibility, I believe?’ Robban said.

‘The citizens panicked,’ Hodang said, ‘and stampeded through the town. There was no way to protect everyone under such circumstances.
’

Robban glanced at Pieper. ‘The Lord Vicar must be informed immediately of this massacre.’

‘Of course, Legate,’ Pieper said, ‘though I have promised his Majesty that I will try to find the Sanang army first.’

‘That will have to wait, father,’ Robban said. ‘I need word passed on today of what has occurred, and any news of the alliance army’s approach.’

Hodang frowned. ‘The location of the rebels and Mandalecht is the priority, I would have thought, Legate? If B’Dang is close, we need to know.’

‘Pieper’s vision is almost useless when scanning miles of forest,’ Robban said. ‘The rebels could be right under his nose and he’d never see them. No, his powers are under the authority of the empire, and since I speak for the Emperor the decision is mine.’ He nodded to the priest. ‘You will escort me back to the citadel, father.’

Pieper turned to Agang. ‘Your Majesty,’ he bowed.

Robban did the same, then the two of them turned and strode from the square.

Agang stared at them, biting his tongue.

‘They’re upset, your Majesty,’ Hodang said. ‘This slaughter has made the legate anxious. And he has a point you know, the chances of Pieper actually being able to…’

‘You can stop, Hodang,’ Agang said. ‘I know when I’ve been out-ranked. It’s happened to me for most of my life, after all.’

‘You are the King of Sanang, your Majesty,’ Hodang said, ‘but you have no power over those from other nations.’

‘It was much the same when I was chief of Beechwoods,’ Agang said, his face dark. ‘The other chiefs would say I had no authority. Where are they all now, eh?’

‘You desire to be emperor, your Majesty?’ Hodang whispered.

Agang said nothing, his heart racing.

He heard boots approach.

‘Your Majesty,’ the army captain said. ‘The prisoners?
’

‘Something more than crucifixion this time,’ Agang said, glancing at the officer. ‘Burn them. Slowly.’
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Chane paced the office, a written report in her hand.

‘Forty-seven rebels, sixty-three civilians, fourteen soldiers and nineteen Holdings missionaries,’ she said. ‘All over a fucking fire in a storeroom?’

Agang sipped from his cup of wine.

‘My mistake,’ Chane said, turning to face him. ‘Thirty-nine rebels. The eight prisoners haven’t been executed yet.’

‘They will be our spectacle for the evening,’ Agang said. ‘The seats are being set up in the square now.’

‘Must you burn them?’

‘They’re being crucified first,’ Agang said, ‘for tradition’s sake. The pyres will be lit under them while they hang.’

Chane shook her head.

‘Do they not deserve to die?’ Agang said.

‘Maybe,’ she replied. ‘But to inflict such suffering first, I don’t know, it seems…’

‘You people are so squeamish at times.’

‘But,’ she said, ‘as king, you’re the one setting the example. If people see you order barbaric acts, then they’ll think barbarity is permissible.’

‘Nonsense,’ he said. ‘It puts fear into the hearts of the rebels, and shows the people what happens to traitors. Rulers must be ruthless at times.’

She sat by the low table next to him and picked up a weedstick from an ashtray.

‘Did you enjoy your outing with Giles?’

Agang half-laughed. ‘He told you, did he?’

‘No.’

‘Have I just fallen for one of your tricks?’

She shrugged and looked away, smoking
.

‘I needed a break,’ he said, watching her. ‘Giles is pleasant company.’

‘And my company is unpleasant, presumably?’

‘Don’t make this about yourself, Chane.’

Her hand wiped her cheek, but she kept her face turned away.

‘I’ll make an effort to spend more time with you,’ he said.

‘You shouldn’t have to make an effort,’ she replied. ‘You should want to.’

Agang felt his temper rise. He stood.

‘You know,’ he said, ‘too many times recently our conversations have turned out like this, with you complaining and moping and I’m getting a little tired of it. You need to stop these emotional outbursts.’

‘You’re the one shouting.’

‘Maybe you should have gone back with Rebecca and Gertrude,’ he said. ‘You’ve never gotten over the fact that you don’t control me, or possess me, and as soon as I start spending time with anyone else, you start weeping and whining.’

Chane stubbed out the weedstick and got to her feet.

She gazed at him for a second, beautiful despite the tears falling down her cheeks.

‘Fuck off.’

She turned and walked from the small chamber, leaving Agang standing alone.

He sat down and picked up his wine. He took a sip, then hurled the glass as hard as he could. It shattered, sending a spray of dark red across the wall.

A servant rushed in.

‘Is everything all right, your Majesty?’ he said.

Agang strode to the door. He passed the servant, who bowed low, avoiding eye contact.

‘Everything’s fine,’ Agang spat. ‘Clean up that mess.’
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As Agang took his seat on the podium, he noticed that Chane was missing from the officials and dignitaries assembled to watch the executions.

Hodang glanced at the empty seat and raised an eyebrow.

‘You know how she hates this sort of thing,’ Agang muttered. He scanned the square before him. Eight upright beams had been set into the ground, each with firewood piled round its base. Hundreds of townsfolk had gathered, standing at the edges of the square, held back by a solid line of soldiers.

To Agang’s right sat Prince Gadang, and next to him was Imperial Legate Robban and Father Pieper.

‘How’s married life?’ Agang asked his nephew.

‘Strange,’ Gadang said. ‘Is it normal for wives to never say a word to their husbands?’

‘You’re asking the wrong person,’ Agang said. ‘Maybe she’s just shy. She’s still to get to know you.’

Gadang leaned over to the king.

‘And at night,’ he whispered, ‘she just lies there, in silence, and doesn’t move a muscle.’

‘But I assume you have…?’

‘Of course, uncle,’ Gadang said. ‘She’s my wife, and I take what I’m due, but she seems…’

‘She needs to learn her place,’ the king said. ‘It’s your job to show her.’

Gadang frowned.

As Agang glanced at the troubled expression on his nephew’s face, the doors of the courthouse jail opened and the eight prisoners were escorted out. They were naked, and each had their wrists bound to a crossbeam, their shoulders bowed under the weight of it. Whips lashed out, and guards marched them into the square.

The crowd roared their hatred as the prisoners were led out to the row of stakes.

‘They are hungry today,’ Agang said.

‘They hunger for justice, your Majesty,’ Hodang said
.

The soldiers escorting the prisoners halted in front of the podium where Agang sat, and the crowd stilled.

He nodded.

The crowd erupted in cheers, and the executioners began their work. One by one, the prisoners were hoisted up onto the stakes. Agang had ordered that no ankles be broken, to ensure that their suffering lasted as long as possible. The crowd laughed as one of the naked captives lost control of his bowels, though the Holdings officials on the podium remained tight-lipped.

The screams and groans of the prisoners rose to rival the laughs and jeers, as the pyres at the base of each stake were lit. The flames were kept low enough to tickle only their feet and calves, and the prisoners flailed their legs about, trying to avoid being scorched.

‘Look at them,’ Gadang laughed. ‘Jangling like puppets.’

‘They’ll tire soon,’ Agang said.

Gadang sniffed. ‘Smells like bacon. Mixed with shit.’

Pieper gagged, his hand going to his mouth.

The fire beneath one of the stakes rose out of control, the flames whipping up the beam to the height of the prisoner’s head. He screamed in agony as his long hair caught fire. Guards pulled some of the flaming logs loose, and the fire fell down, but the captive’s scorched body swung limp, a faint foamy gurgle coming from his blistered mouth.

Gadang tutted. ‘Over too quickly for that one,’ he said. ‘Got lucky.’

‘He’s not dead yet,’ Agang said.

‘But he won’t last as long as the others,’ Gadang said, shaking his head. ‘I’m tempted to throw a couple of guards onto the fire as well, teach them to do their jobs properly.’

The crowd gazed transfixed at the spectacle, watching as the flames burned and the crossbeams suffocated. The cries of the tormented prisoners were the only sounds in the square, and even Gadang closed his mouth.

The smell of burning flesh filled Agang’s nose, and he wished that it was the firewitch and B’Dang that were hung up before him
.

‘Your Majesty,’ Hodang said.

Agang turned to his chief minister, who was gesturing down to the courthouse behind them. A scout stood there, out of breath.

‘I’ll just be a moment,’ Agang whispered to Gadang, who paid him no notice, his attention fixed on the executions.

The king rose, and descended the steps at the rear of the podium, Hodang following.

‘Your Majesty,’ the scout bowed, his eyes lowered.

‘You have news?’

‘Yes, your Majesty,’ he said, ‘from the Sixth Royal Regiment. They are approaching Broadwater, your Majesty, and are beginning to arrive now.’

‘Just the Sixth?’ Agang said. ‘Where are the others?’

‘I don’t know, your Majesty. We got separated when B’Dang’s forces attacked the army.’

‘What happened?’

‘We were still over a day from reaching the Tritos, your Majesty,’ the scout said, exhaustion etched across his face. ‘The fires started at night, ripping through the army, cutting it in two. Lines of flame boxed us in. The Sixth were right out on the edge. We could hear the screams, but all we could see were flames. We tried to get through to the rest of the army, but the fires were too high, and too hot. We couldn’t, your Majesty.’

The scout hung his head.

‘Then we were attacked from the rear,’ he whispered, ‘by another regiment.’

‘What?’ Agang said, gripping the scout by the collar. ‘One of my regiments rebelled?’

‘Many deserted, your Majesty,’ the scout gasped. ‘We who have returned are the loyal ones.’

Agang released the scout, who put a hand to his throat.

‘Do you know what happened to my nephew, Prince Echtang?’

‘It was his regiment that attacked us.’

Agang rocked back on his feet
.

‘Your Majesty,’ Hodang said, pointing down the street. Down on the main road appeared the first soldiers of the returning regiment, dragging their feet, their armour ragged.

‘That doesn’t look like a full regiment,’ Agang said.

‘Barely half of us have made it back, your Majesty. The rest died or joined the rebels.’

Someone in the crowd also saw them, and soon every eye turned from the executions, to watch as the column of soldiers filed past, on their way to the citadel.

‘And Commander Mandalecht?’ the king asked.

The scout shook his head. ‘I don’t know, your Majesty.’

Agang clenched his fists, and turned to Hodang.

‘Recall every company and garrison from the Twinth and Mya regions,’ he said. ‘Make sure the Sixth get plenty of food, and send them every hedgewitch in town.’

Hodang nodded. ‘I’ll see to it at once, your Majesty.’

Agang frowned, and stepped back onto the podium to watch the rest of the executions.
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It was past midnight when Agang went up to his chambers in the Great Hall, tired and reeking of smoke. As he entered his private sitting room, he noticed someone lying stretched out along a comfortable couch.

‘You?’ Agang snorted, glancing at the empty bottles and full astray on the side table.

Chane groaned, and opened her eyes.

‘Here to apologise?’ he said, throwing his overcoat over the back of a chair.

She sat up, and reached for a drink.

‘You missed the executions,’ he said.

Chane said nothing, sipping from her cup.

‘I assume you’ve heard about the return of the Sixth Regiment?’ he went on. ‘Or, what’s left of it.
’

She nodded, her eyes red and unfocussed.

‘Have no fear,’ he said. ‘We shall prevail. Broadwater will not fall to the firewitch. I have faith in the War God. Why would he have helped me before, if I was destined to be overthrown in a rebellion?’

Chane started shaking, a snuffling noise coming from her. At first he thought she was weeping, but he realised it was laughter he was hearing.

‘You still haven’t worked it out, have you?’ Chane said, her words slurred and full of spite.

He sat.

‘Worked what out?’

‘Back in the Holdings,’ she said, ‘I’d heard tales of what vision mages could do, never really believed it to be honest. Thought it was a load of bullshit.’

Agang glared at the woman, impatient, but waited for her to continue.

‘But now,’ she said, ‘I see that freak Pieper, and what he can do. And you see it too.’

She laughed again.

‘Get to the fucking point,’ Agang growled.

‘Isn’t it obvious, you idiot?’ she said, a drunken grin across her lips. ‘They can put thoughts into people’s heads, make them hear voices and stuff.’

‘So?’

‘There is no fucking war god, you fool,’ she said. ‘The Holdings have been playing you.’

‘You’re lying.’

‘Let me get this straight,’ she smirked. ‘Your army is besieging their capital, and you hear a voice in your head telling you to make friends with the Holdings, and so instead of destroying them, you help them destroy the Rahain.’

Agang’s mouth went dry. He gripped the sides of the chair, and he could feel a hammering behind his temples.

‘And that time before,’ Chane went on, ‘when you attacked Daphne’s 
fort, that must have been them too. I remember Daphne saying that at the time, but I paid her no attention.’ She shook her head. ‘Bitch was right all along.’

‘Get out,’ Agang sneered, his teeth bare. ‘Now, before I kill you.’

‘Fuck you,’ she said, standing. ‘There’s a convoy heading back to the Plateau tomorrow, and I’ll be on it.’

He stared at her, the urge to leap up and strike her almost impossible to restrain. He wanted to hurt her, but was frozen to the seat.

She walked to the door.

‘I used to think you were going to change everything,’ she said. ‘Thought you were different. But you’re just another arsehole.’

She opened the door and left, slamming it behind her.

Agang jumped up and punched the wall of the room, breaking his knuckles on the solid oak beams. He held his fist, grimacing and falling to his knees, his face screwed up tight.

He didn’t want to believe it. Couldn’t believe it.

‘War God,’ he whispered. ‘I know she’s wrong. I believe.’

He bowed his head, weeping.

‘Save me.’
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‘I’m doing it, wee brother,’ Keira said, ‘whether you help me or not.’

Killop furrowed his eyebrows, wondering what would happen if ma and da caught them.

Keira shook her head. ‘Stop worrying. You’re always worrying.’

‘Cause your plans are always stupid.’

‘Come on, it’ll be a laugh.’

‘Watching you beat up some lassie? Aye, hilarious.’

‘Cow deserves it but,’ Keira said, her face a shade away from violence. ‘Are you taking her side?’

‘No,’ he said, ‘but we don’t even know for sure that it was her that did it.’

‘Of course it fucking was!’ Keira shrieked. ‘You just see a pretty face, and think she’s all innocent. Well, she won’t be pretty for much longer, not after I’ve finished with her.’

His sister stormed out of his small bedroom, leaving the door swinging on its hinges. Killop gazed at the empty space where she had been, and swore to himself
.

Why did he always have to clean up her mess? She couldn’t control her fists, or her tongue, and half the village thought she was mental.

Keira’s pet cat jumped up onto the bed beside him, purring and butting his head up against his leg. Killop rubbed him behind his ears, and the cat put a paw onto his lap.

‘Not now,’ he said, brushing the cat aside.

‘Where’s yer sister going with a face like that?’ his father said, standing in the doorway.

Killop shrugged.

‘Better go after her son.’

‘Why do I always have to keep her out of trouble? It’s not fair.’

‘She listens to you, son,’ his father said. ‘You’re the sensible one.’

Killop glowered.

‘One day,’ he said, ‘I won’t be there to stop her.’

His father chuckled. ‘When that happens, the world had better watch out.’

Killop stood and everything went black. The ground fell from under his feet, and he floated in darkness, silence surrounding him.

He panicked for a second, then realised he was dreaming.

He sensed a great presence, and a powerful wave of emotion struck him, and he spasmed as the surge went through his body. He began to panic again, his heart pounding, as the presence seemed to peel open his mind. Memories and feelings flooded him as if his head was being held under water, and he lost the sense of where he was, and who he was. He screamed in agony.

In an instant it stopped, and he found himself lying in his own bed, a dim light flickering on his table.

I’m sorry about that, Killop.

He sat up, shivering and sweating.

‘What?’


It’s me, Daphne,
 the voice said. I’m in your head.


‘Was that you? I thought I was going mad.’

No. It was our daughter
.

He reached out for a cup of ale and took a drink. It was stale, but helped soothe the dryness of his mouth. His shivering subsided.


I was reaching out to Slateford,
 Daphne went on. Karalyn must have sensed what I was doing, and followed me. She didn’t mean any harm.


‘She has powers?’ he said. ‘But she’s a baby, I don’t understand.’

I’ll explain everything when I get to Slateford. I’ll also be able to place protections in your mind, to stop her from doing it again.

He lay back down, sweat drenching his covers.


Damn,
 she said. I didn’t want our first conversation to be like this.


‘It’s good to hear your voice,’ he said, smiling despite the pounding in his head. ‘Are you close?’


We’re riding through the night,
 she said. We should be at Slateford by tomorrow evening.


‘You can ride a horse and use your vision at the same time?’


No,
 she laughed. We’re in a wagon. I’m resting in the back while Bedig drives.


‘That big handsome Brig man I’m not supposed to be jealous about?’ Killop said. ‘That Bedig?’

He felt Daphne hesitate for a moment.

‘I’m joking.’

Are you?

‘I’m jealous that someone else got to spend so much time with you, and got to hold Karalyn when she was a tiny baby.’


We’ll be together soon,
 she said. And when you meet Bedig, you’ll see there’s nothing to be jealous about. He’s been a great friend, but he’s not the father of our daughter, nor the man I want to be with.


He felt her move within his mind.


I need to be going,
 she said. Karalyn is still upset that I pulled her out of your head. She’s curious about you.


He smiled. ‘Tomorrow evening, then.’


And I wanted it to be a surprise,
 she said. See you tomorrow, Killop.


Daphne vanished from his mind, leaving a headache in her place.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed, his body exhausted but 
his mind dizzy and awake. He remembered how it had felt when Karalyn was in his head, and his thoughts felt raw and flayed.

His daughter had done that? He was unsure if he should be fearful or proud.

He stood, and pulled off his damp tunic. The shutters of his room were closed, and the night outside was pitch dark. He dressed in the light of the dim lamp, then picked it up and opened his door, which led to a suite of rooms on the upper floor of the mansion that he shared with the mages, and Bridget when she wasn’t staying in town.

He walked into their communal room, and placed the lamp on a table. There was a flagon sitting, with a towel covering the open top, and he picked it up and poured himself a fresh, cold ale. He caught the scent of an extinguished candle, and turned.

In the dim shadows he saw Lilyann sitting on a chair with a book on her lap, a candle smoking next to her.

‘What are you doing up?’ he asked.

‘Nothing.’

‘Reading?’

She shrugged.

‘Do you want a drink?’

‘It’s the middle of the night, Chief.’

‘Aye, but I can’t sleep, and it looks like you can’t either.’

‘Alright then. An ale.’

He poured one for her and took the two mugs and the lamp over to the low table where Lilyann was sitting.

He handed her one of the ales.

‘What’s the book?’

‘You wouldn’t approve.’

‘I’ll be the judge of that.’ He put his hand out.

She passed him the book. He scanned the front cover.

Principles of Creator Theology

He resisted the immediate impulse to throw the book to the far corner of the room, and kept his face steady.

‘Interesting?
’

She eyed him from under heavy lids. ‘It’s all right.’

He flicked the pages open and read a short section.

‘There’s a lot of difficult Rahain words in here,’ he said. ‘I’m impressed you can read it.’

Lilyann said nothing.

‘Where did you get it?’

‘I asked someone to go into town and see if an alliance soldier would lend me a copy.’

He smiled. ‘Dyam?’

‘I’m not saying who.’

‘Fair enough.’ He passed the book back to her.

‘You’re not going to confiscate it then?’

He shook his head. ‘Would that stop you getting another copy?’

‘No.’

‘Then it would be pointless. I don’t blame you for being curious. Has Dean read it?’

She shrugged. ‘He’s not interested. Prefers to read his stupid books about warriors and monsters. You know, kid’s stuff. He might as well be reading Toam and Tyella books.’

‘I remember them,’ Killop said. ‘See Toam run. Tyella is playing with the ball. Took me ages to get past all that.’

Lilyann laughed.

Killop took a drink of ale.

‘You may as well be the first to hear,’ he said. ‘Daphne will be arriving tomorrow with Karalyn.’

‘Is that why you’re up?’ she said. ‘I didn’t hear a messenger.’

Killop tapped the side of his head with a finger. ‘She talked to me in here.’

‘That night Deacon Millar was round,’ Lilyann said, ‘he told us about Daphne. I asked him why she was a renegade from the church.’

‘And what did he say?’

‘He wouldn’t tell me.’

‘And what do you conclude from that?’

‘That it must be really bad.
’

‘That wasn’t the conclusion I was coming to.’

‘Well, what do you think she’s done?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said, ‘but if I had to guess, the church asked her to work for them, and she said no. She’s a powerful mage, and the church don’t like that she’s not under their control.’

Lilyann looked dubious.

‘But the Creator himself spoke to her,’ she said. ‘How could she turn her back on him after that?’

Killop said nothing.

‘You don’t believe it, do you Chief?’ she said. ‘You think Daphne’s lying.’

‘I haven’t heard Daphne claim it’s true,’ he said. ‘We’ve only the word of Millar that it happened, and you’ll have to forgive my scepticism about anything he says.’

‘This book,’ she said, holding up the volume, ‘contains many examples of when the Creator spoke to the prophets of the Holdings, some going back hundreds of years. Every time, what he said turned out to be true.’

‘And how do you know the book isn’t full of lies?’

She shook her head.

‘Are you going to ask Daphne about the Creator?’ she said. ‘If you don’t, I will. I want to hear what she has to say about it.’

‘I’m sure it’ll come up, but it’s not the first thing on my list.’

‘The Creator of the universe spoke to your girlfriend, the mother of your daughter, and you don’t care? Are you not even a wee bit curious to find out what he said to her? See if she holds the meaning of life?’

Killop shifted in his seat.

Lilyann chuckled.

‘What colour are her eyes?’ she asked.

‘Green.’

‘All right, so you do know something about her. Where’s she going to stay?’

‘Wherever she wants.’

‘Are you going to marry her?
’

‘None of your business.’

‘Of course it’s my business,’ she snapped. ‘We all live up here like some weird family, with you as da, Bridget as the crazy auntie, Liam as grumpy old granddad, and Dean as the moody wee brother. Now you’re about to add a new woman into our lives, and a baby?’

‘You all need to back off when they get here,’ Killop said. ‘Daphne and I have a lot of catching up to do.’

‘Eurgh,’ Lilyann cried. ‘If that means what I think it does.’

A door opened.

‘Who the fuck’s making all that noise?’ Bridget said as she staggered out, wrapped in a night robe.

‘Hello, auntie,’ Lilyann said, laughing.

Bridget gave her a look.

‘I got a message from Daphne,’ Killop said. ‘She and Karalyn will be here tomorrow evening.’

Bridget’s face lit up. ‘Really?’

‘Aye,’ said Killop. ‘She sent me a vision.’

‘Hold on a minute,’ Bridget said, and disappeared back into her room. She emerged soon after, with a bottle in her hands.

‘Some of Brodie’s latest try at gin,’ she said.

‘Any good?’ Killop asked.

‘We’re about to find out.’

Bridget came over and sat down next to them.

‘So,’ she said, ‘Daphne sent you a message in the middle of the fucking night?’

‘I wondered about that myself,’ Lilyann said. ‘Does she not go to sleep at the same time as everyone else?’

Bridget poured out the gin.

‘Just a wee measure for you,’ she said to Lilyann.

They took a moment to sip from their mugs.

‘Fuck me,’ said Bridget. ‘This could strip Lilyann’s make-up off.’

‘Cheeky cow,’ the mage cried.

‘That one-legged old bastard’s not got it quite right,’ the Brig woman went on, ‘but it’ll do the job.
’

‘Anyway,’ Lilyann said, ‘we were talking about Daphne’s night-time activities.’

Killop hesitated, unsure whether to speak about his daughter’s role in what had happened.

‘Can I have another gin, please?’ Lilyann said, holding up her empty mug.

‘You can have an ale,’ Bridget said. ‘Rest of the gin’s for us grown ups.’

Lilyann tutted, then got up and went to the table.

‘It’s a wee bit complicated,’ Killop said to Bridget, but the Brig woman was too busy pouring more gin to notice.

‘Right,’ she said, setting out the refilled mugs. ‘Let’s hear it.’

‘I was sleeping,’ he said. ‘Dreaming about Keira as it happens, about something that happened when we were young, when I woke up, and Daphne was in my head.’

Lilyann made a face as she sat down with her ale.

‘They’re on the road,’ he went on, ‘and Daphne was scouting out with her powers. I don’t think she meant to wake me.’

‘So she’s spying on you?’ Lilyann said. ‘At night?’

‘Does seem a bit weird,’ Bridget said.

‘I wonder what she thought she was going to see,’ Lilyann said. She shivered. ‘She might be looking at us now. Watching us.’

‘Don’t be stupid,’ Killop said.

‘Can you be sure she’s not?’ Lilyann said.

‘She’s not,’ he said. ‘Listen, if you had the same powers as her, and were travelling to a place you’d never been before, where you were going to live and see the father of your child, wouldn’t you be tempted to take a quick look?’

‘Fair point,’ Bridget said, ‘if you put it like that.’

‘Still gives me the creeps, but,’ Lilyann said.

‘Pyre’s bawsack,’ a voice said as another door opened.

‘It’s grumpy granddad,’ Lilyann cried, her ale mug empty again.

‘You lot having a fucking party?’ Liam said.

‘Come and have a drink,’ Bridget said. ‘We’re celebrating.
’

‘Aye?’ he said, remaining in his doorway. ‘What?’

‘Daphne’s arriving tomorrow,’ Bridget said.

‘Oh aye?’ Liam said, wandering over. He noticed the gin on the table, and sat.

‘So,’ he said, as Bridget poured him a drink, ‘she’s on her way?’

‘Aye, with Karalyn,’ said Killop, ‘and Bedig.’

‘Who the fuck’s Bedig?’ said Bridget.

‘Friend of Keira and Kylon,’ Killop said. ‘Met up with them after the invasion. He was part of their squad when they were fighting in Kell.’

‘Then why’s he with Daphne?’ Lilyann asked.

‘He’s been watching her back,’ Killop said. ‘I think Kylon asked him to.’

‘Then I’m glad he’s there,’ Bridget said. ‘I mean, if he was in Keira’s squad, he must be a good fighter. If any Old Free terrorists are out on the road, between him and Daphne they should be all right.’

She glanced at Killop.

‘You did warn her about the Old Free rebels, didn’t you?’

Killop shook his head. ‘I was awoken in the middle of a dream. I wasn’t exactly thinking clearly.’

‘She awoke you in the middle of the night?’ said Liam. ‘Why was she sending you a message at that time?’

Lilyann groaned.

‘If I’m going to have to hear about it again,’ she said. ‘I’ll need another gin.’
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Killop slept in until midday, and arose with a crushing hangover.

He staggered to the window and threw open the shutters, letting a blast of cold air into his bedroom. He retched, his stomach cramping. He turned and gazed at the room. It was a mess, with clothes lying about in discarded piles, books and papers littering a table, and the unmade bed reeking of sweat from the previous night
.

He would have to clean it up before Daphne arrived. Maybe after another sleep.

There was a knock at the door.

‘You up?’ Bridget’s voice yelled.

‘Wait a minute,’ he said, reaching on the floor for a pair of long shorts and pulling them on.

‘You ready?’ she shouted through the door.

‘Aye.’

Bridget came in and looked around the room. She was fully dressed, in leathers and warrior gear, her short hair tied back.

‘You call this fucking ready?’ she said. ‘We’re going to be late.’

Killop frowned. ‘Late for what?’

‘We arranged it all last night,’ she said. ‘Me and you are picking up a squad in town and going out on the road to escort Daphne into Slateford.’

‘We are?’

‘Aye, ya numpty,’ she said. ‘It’ll take us an hour to get to town, then another two to reach the alliance fort. Kalden’s getting our squad together now.’

‘Kalden?’ Killop said. ‘Was he there last night?’

‘Fucksake, Chief,’ she said. ‘Brodie’s gin really messed with your head. No, Kalden wasn’t there. I spoke to him this morning.’

Killop sat on the bed, his head swimming.

‘I’m going to need a couple of minutes.’

‘You’ve got ten,’ she said. ‘We’ll walk off your hangover.’
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If anything, Killop’s headache was worse by the time they reached Slateford Town, and met the squad of militia that was going to accompany them north into Rahain proper.

Kalden had briefed them, and was there to see them off.

‘You look rough as fuck,’ he said to Killop.

‘Thanks,’ he said, taking a skin of water and drinking it in one go
.

They left the town by the northern road, and crossed over the invisible line that separated Slateford from the rest of Rahain. The estate had a thick forest to its north where the valley opened up, and Killop had ordered it cut back a hundred yards deep. The road went through the cleared area, thick with tree stumps, then disappeared into the forest.

By mid-afternoon they sighted the alliance fortress, on the far side of the treeline, where the hillside had been carved into long terraces. The fort sat on several levels piled up the flank of the hill, with stone walls and a tall tower that commanded the landscape.

The road continued to the side of the fort, running under its high walls, in range of the crossbows on the battlements. In front of the fort’s gates, a roadblock had been set up, guarded by numerous troops.

‘We’d better check in with them,’ Bridget said. ‘They’ll want to know what fourteen armed Kellach are doing roaming the roads.’

‘Aye,’ he said. ‘The truth should suffice.’

She nodded.

As they approached, the troopers on the roadblock raised a signal flag to their comrades on the fort wall, and within seconds the battlements were bristling with crossbows.

Bridget stepped forward as they drew near.

‘Good afternoon,’ she said. ‘I’m the Herald of the Severed Clan.’ She gestured to Killop. ‘This is the Chief.’

She held out a long silver key, a copy of the one given to them by Laodoc, and the agreed symbol of the clan’s authority.

A door set into the town gates opened, and several officers emerged.

The lead officer, a captain by his insignia, saw the key, and looked up at Killop.

‘What’s the Chief of the Severed Clan doing with armed warriors upon the road?’

‘We’re looking for friends travelling to Slateford,’ Bridget said. ‘The warriors are in case we bump into any Old Free along the way.’

The captain nodded, sizing up the Kellach standing on the highway. 
Killop noticed that the officer was one of only a few Holdings present. Most of the alliance soldiers were Rahain.

‘I’ll need to log it, of course, Chief,’ the captain said.

‘Aye,’ said Killop.

The captain nodded again. ‘On your way then, Chief. Safe journey.’

Killop gestured to his squad, and they moved past the roadblock and were soon out of range of the walls of the fortress.

‘Did you see?’ said Bridget as they walked. ‘Hardly any Holdings left. That explains the drop in tax revenue. The bars in town are not seeing anything like the trade they were getting before.’

‘I’m sure Slateford will cope without a few drunk alliance troopers.’

‘It’s worse than that, but,’ she said. ‘If the Rahain are turning to the creator-faith, and that faith says you’re not allowed to drink, then we might have a problem selling our wine. And if no one buys it, we won’t be able to pay off our loans, and we’ll have to get another one to cover our costs, and by that point we’ll be snowed under in debt.’

‘But we’ll have a lot of wine to drink.’

‘Ha ha.’

‘One problem at a time,’ he said. ‘Brodie’s not finished making any wine yet, let’s get that done first.’

‘We need to think about these things now, Killop.’

He nodded.

The sun was falling behind the high ridge to the west, casting the long valley into shadow. Ahead, the road hugged the hillside, passing more patches of forest. A chill autumnal wind whistled down the slopes, reaching through their leathers and tunics.

Killop breathed in the mountain air, and realised his hangover had gone.

The sky was dimming after a further hour’s march up the road, when the squad leader raised her hand.

‘Chief,’ she said. ‘Did you hear that?’

Killop strained his ears, as the squad halted. Next to him Bridget was staring at the hillside.

‘What did you hear?’ he said to the squad leader
.

‘Footsteps behind us, a clicking…’

‘Off the road,’ Killop said, his voice low. ‘Now.’

He jumped down the bank to their left, the squad following him. He crouched on the rocky hillside, and they waited. After a few minutes, the sound of approaching boots was unmistakable, their soles crunching on the road surface. The last light in the sky was fading when Killop saw them.

‘Old Free,’ he whispered to Bridget.

He watched as they passed. They were all Rahain, armed with crossbows and short swords, their uniforms the same as that worn by the old republic, brown rather than imperial grey.

‘Twice as many as us,’ Bridget whispered. ‘What’ll we do? They’re headed straight for Daphne.’

‘We’ll follow them,’ he said. ‘Hit them from behind.’

She nodded.

The last of the Old Free passed the squad, and disappeared into the gloom.

Killop waited a moment, then raised his hand. He crept back up onto the road, and waited until the others had joined him.

‘Quiet as possible,’ he said. ‘The moment they see us, we charge. No prisoners.’

The squad nodded, and readied their weapons.

Bridget gulped.

‘You all right?’ Killop said.

‘Aye,’ she said. ‘Wasn’t exactly planning for this to happen.’ She drew her sword. ‘It’s been a while.’

‘I’ve seen you fight,’ he said. ‘You’ll be fine.’

Killop pulled his shield from over his shoulder and looked at his squad. After the alliance recruiters had finished their tour of the estate, there had been a stream of Kellach volunteers signing up, and many of the fittest and strongest had left. He knew that for some of the younger ones standing before him, this would be their first fight.

‘We’re faster than them,’ he said. ‘Stronger than them. And we see better in the dark.
’

He turned, drew his sword, and began running, his feet making almost no sound. The rest of the squad followed, Bridget to his left, the squad leader to his right, as they sprinted in silence towards the Rahain.

Before the Old Free were in sight, a wail shrieked up, followed by others, and the sound of steel. Killop picked up his pace, charging down the road as it turned in a gentle bend to the right. When the way straightened he saw the rebels ahead on the road, surrounding a wagon.

Killop bared his teeth, and raced towards them, his heart hammering.

He reached the rear of the Old Free lines, and swung his sword down at them, cleaving the backs of two before they knew he was there. He charged into the crowd of Old Free, his shield barging Rahain clear, his sword slashing out, his blood rising to a boil, hacking his way towards the wagon.

A figure leapt in front of him, holding a sword that arced through the air. He raised his own weapon, and was about to lash out when he caught a glimpse of a pair of green eyes that he recognised.

The figure swung her sword, cutting down an Old Free rebel to Killop’s right.

She smiled at him, then turned again, spinning on her feet and darting through the air, slicing down another pair of rebels who were trying to load their crossbows. Killop gripped his sword, and followed her through the carnage she unleashed, while his squad accounted for any not in the path of Daphne Holdfast.

Killop pushed his sword into the last rebel he could see alive. Around him, his squad were gazing at the fallen. Bridget’s sword was bloody, and she had a cut down her right arm.

He counted. No dead Kellach. He closed his eyes and breathed.

‘Hello.’

He opened his eyes.

Daphne stood before him, her forehead glistening, her sword notched and red. Her long dark hair was tied back in a ponytail, and there was a splash of blood on her cheek. Her left arm wore the armour he had last seen in the dungeons under the Rahain Senate. He stared at 
her face. She was more beautiful than he remembered, and her emerald eyes pulled him in.

Without a word, he took her in his arms, and they kissed.

The sound of a baby crying filled the night.

Killop laughed.

‘Come on,’ Daphne smiled. ‘Time to meet your daughter.’
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Shella stared at the crown, trying to ignore the fact that the thousands of people packing the great Parliament Hall of Arakhanah City were all looking at her.

She sat on a raised throne, in the centre of the hall, wrapped in rich robes, her mouth dry.

The crown lay on a soft velvet cushion, atop a pedestal a few paces in front of her. It had a single large diamond, formed by the city’s finest clay mages, that sparkled in rainbow hues, set in a slender white gold band. It was simple, she thought, unlike the ornate hunk of gold that weighed down Guilliam back in the imperial capital.

She shivered, her nerves frayed. Her carriage had arrived late with no days to spare, and Shella had been thrown into the ceremony almost as soon as she had stepped down onto the streets of Arakhanah, the first time she had done so in two years. She had been escorted to Parliament Hall, the centre of Rakanese government, where she had met a line of ministers and commissioners, none of whom she remembered.

Her stomach grumbled, though through fear or hunger she was unable to tell. She had been sitting still for nearly an hour, and the crowds were still pouring in, covering every available inch of the 
massive hall, the largest indoor space in the entire city. All those people, come to watch a crown get put on her head. Had they come to mock her, to make fun of her ridiculous royal pretensions?

She stole a glance at the massed citizens. None of them seemed to be laughing.

They were angry, then. They were going to kill her.

She took a breath, and told herself to calm.

Around her on a circular podium were gathered the highest officials of the Rakanese government, waiting for the last citizens to cram into the hall. Shella noticed several Holdings men and women mixed in with them, some in the black robes of the church and the One True Path.

Shella suppressed a frown. Of course they would be there, spying and conspiring, just like that bastard Rijon had done when he had advised the Migration to march on Rahain, because the Plateau was supposedly already settled. Everything the priests witnessed would be reported back to Arnault, and through him to Guilliam, of that she had no doubt.

How had the Holdings ended up with a stranglehold on the world? The Migration, she thought, that was where it all began.

The clerk of parliament raised her long metal-tipped staff and banged it on the ground, sending a sharp peal through the hall, just as the entrance doors were closed.

The crowd hushed.

Shella’s heart was beating so loud she was sure everyone on the podium could hear it.

‘People of Arakhanah,’ the clerk said, her powerful voice filling the hall, ‘today, the parliament of our nation, representing the sovereign Rakanese people, shall bestow the title and honours of Princess upon Shellakanawara, as decreed by Emperor Guilliam, Holder of the World.’

Shella closed her eyes at the clerk’s last words, unable to watch the reaction in people’s eyes.

The clerk approached her, flanked by numerous officials.

A young girl, dressed in a simple white robe, and with a garland of 
flowers on her hair, picked up the crown from its cushion, and held it out.

Shella stared at it.

‘Shellakanawara,’ the clerk said, ‘do you pledge to serve the people of Arakhanah in your position as princess?’

‘I do,’ Shella said.

‘Do you pledge to hold the best interests of the people of Arakhanah closest to your heart?’

‘I do.’

‘Do you pledge to take no heirs, nor pass on the crown to another?’

‘I do.’

‘Do you pledge never to interfere with the democratic governance of the Rakanese people, nor attempt to usurp their authority?’

‘I most certainly do.’

A smile threatened to crack the clerk’s lips. She took the crown from the young girl’s hands.

‘Then, Shellakanawara,’ she said, ‘I declare you our Princess.’

The clerk reached up and placed the crown on Shella’s head.

Silence filled the hall.

Some of the officials on the podium began to clap, then a slow wave of polite applause rippled through the crowd.

The clerk banged her staff on the ground again, then bowed. ‘Your Highness.’

Rakanese government officials gave each other awkward looks, and started to follow the clerk’s lead, lowering their heads towards Shella.

She stood.

‘We’re Rakanese,’ she said, her voice drawing everyone’s attention. ‘We don’t bow to each other.’

She waited for the officials to straighten up, aware that everyone in the hall was staring at her in silence. She scanned the crowd, not recognising a single face.

‘Thank you,’ she said, ‘for making me a princess. I never asked for this, or wanted it. I was more surprised than anyone when I was told that the Holdings saw me as royal because of Obli, my sister. I know that 
Arakhanah has never had a monarch, or needed one, and I also know that there probably won’t be another one after me.’

She took a breath. The crowd remained hushed; most faces a mixture of bemusement and curiosity.

‘Therefore,’ she went on, ‘when I get back to Plateau City I intend to use my position to do everything I can to argue on behalf of the Rakanese people. On my way here I saw the terrible conditions at the frontier, where a huge wall keeps our people from moving freely about the world. This injustice will be the first thing I bring up with the Emperor.

‘The Plateau is full of Holdings, and Rahain, and Kellach Brigdomin, and even a few Sanang now call it their home. A mere thousand Rakanese have been allowed permits to work in the imperial capital, in the docks, building and handling the great fleet that the Emperor has ordered. The Rakanese people should be allowed to travel freely, and seek new lives and opportunities. The wall must be opened.’

A smattering of applause turned into a cheer, as the crowd in the hall responded to her words. A thrill surged through her, and she smiled.

‘I will use the honour that you have bestowed on me,’ she said, ‘and will never forget to whom I owe my title. I won’t let you down.’

She walked to the front of the podium and raised her hand to wave at the cheering crowd. It occurred to her that any one of them might have brought a knife or a bow into the hall, and there was nothing separating her from the vast throng of people, but didn’t care.

The clerk banged her staff.

‘This session is ended,’ she cried. ‘Princess Shellakanawara will be in audience with the government of Arakhanah for the remainder of the day, and will appear in public at the great banquet scheduled for this evening in Democracy Square, to which all citizens are invited.’

The doors of the hall were opened by porters, and the crowds began to file out into the morning light.

‘Fine words, your Highness,’ said a man approaching Shella.

She turned to him
.

‘Prime Minister Drappo,’ she said, ‘thank you.’

‘Did you mean them, your Highness?’

‘Do I look like the kind of woman who makes false promises?’

The clerk signalled to her.

‘This way, your Highness,’ she said. ‘A welcome luncheon has been prepared in the east hall.’

Shella smiled and the officials on the podium began to walk towards a rear door, opposite the main gates where the crowds were still leaving.

‘I shall accompany you, your Highness,’ the prime minister said.

‘I would be honoured.’

They waited until the podium was almost clear, then followed the last of the officials down the steps.

‘You got lucky,’ he said as they walked. ‘You survived the Migration, and somehow ended up with a crown. There are those who believe you deserved something else.’

‘Flowers, perhaps? A cake?’

He smiled. ‘Hanging.’

‘Can’t please everyone.’

They reached the rear door of the hall, and were guided into a wide passageway.

‘You certainly can’t, your Highness,’ Prime Minister Drappo said, ‘and I should know. Nowadays I find that I don’t even try any more. No matter what the government does, someone will complain.’

‘So on balance,’ she said, ‘you decided there were more votes to be won by crowning me instead of hanging me?’

He shrugged. ‘Could have gone either way, to be honest. I thought we’d try this approach, as we’ll always be able to overturn it in the future if it doesn’t work out. That wouldn’t have been the case if we’d tried hanging first.’

‘Executing me would have pissed off the Emperor,’ Shella said, ‘and I’m usually in favour of doing that. However, I’d rather have a crown than the rope.’

They arrived at the east hall, a long low chamber, with a table stretching down the centre
.

The clerk guided them to their seats. A place of honour at the centre of the table had been set up, and Shella sat, a little elevated over the others. Drappo took a chair to her right, and a woman she had shaken hands with earlier sat to her left. Spread out over the table was a wide array of dishes: rice, peaches, fish in many varieties, melons, and large locust-like gresyls, deep fried and spiced.

Shella’s stomach grumbled at the sight of so many familiar foods.

The woman to her left smirked.

The clerk of parliament banged her staff, and the luncheon began.

Servants replaced every dish that was emptied, as the lunch guests helped themselves from the dozens of plates set out before them. Bottles of water and clear spirits dotted the table, and more than a few officials poured themselves alcohol. Shella bit down hard and resisted the temptation. This day, of all the days of her misbegotten life, she was determined not to fuck up.

As Shella refilled her glass with water, the woman to her left spoke up.

‘Do you know why monarchy is an inherently irrational system of government?’

‘I could give it a fair stab,’ Shella replied, ‘if pressed.’

‘You are a contradiction…’

‘No, I’m not.’

The woman paused, then frowned. ‘Are you mocking me?’

‘Does it feel like it?’

‘Do you even know who I am?’

Shella looked at the woman.

‘No.’

‘We met earlier today, and you have forgotten who I am already?’

‘I had just stumbled awake out of a carriage,’ Shella said. ‘So many hands to shake, so many faces to remember. Clearly yours wasn’t one that stuck in my mind.’

‘I am Onna,’ the woman said. ‘Minister for Labour and the Trade Unions, and I don’t like you.’

‘I had picked up some sense of that.
’

‘You think you’re clever,’ Onna said, ‘and important, but you’re neither. You’re a fake. The vanity and folly of the Holdings put you where you are, and we have played along with the charade, because otherwise the Emperor would let us starve.’

Shella sighed, and sipped her water.

‘Do you understand,’ Onna went on, ‘how bad it got after you and your sister decided to uproot half the city? Starvation, disease, spawn pools neglected through lack of mages, whole areas declared uninhabitable because the sea defences had failed. No money, no jobs, no food, no order, just misery and fear and every Rakanese for themselves...’

‘You saw how low you could fall,’ Shella said, not looking at Onna, ‘and hate me for it.’

‘You’re a parasite,’ Onna said, ‘feeding off the blood and toil of the people you betrayed and left behind.’

‘I love what you’ve done with your hair,’ Shella said, pointing with a fork. ‘Suits your big mouth.’

‘Are you threatening me?’

‘Would you like me to?’

Onna paused, glancing at the half-eaten gresyl in her hand.

Shella laughed. ‘Now I remember who you are. My secretary Jodie told me about you. You and her have been keeping a correspondence, I believe? Letter-friends.’

Onna lowered her voice. ‘Did you kill the Holdings governor at the frontier?’

‘My, Jodie works fast,’ Shella said, feigning surprise. ‘Saying that though, I do like her. Has a point of view and sticks to it.’

Onna sat back, frowning at Shella.

‘Secretary Jodie is a fine woman,’ she said, ‘but I’m not sure I’m in favour of her change of mind regarding you. I think you might have bewitched her on the journey here. She talks differently of you now, almost as if she looks up to you.’

Something within Shella almost cracked, but she fought down her tears, and kept her face emotionless. She had steeled herself to accept any amount of abuse and hostility, but she wasn’t prepared for kindness
.

Onna narrowed her eyes. She reached forward, and picked up a bottle of spirits. She poured herself a measure, then glanced at Shella.

‘Why not?’ she said, passing her glass to Onna.
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Shella sat on the toilet, her head swimming. After hours of meetings and drinks receptions, and several large measures of spirits, she was drunk and tired. It felt like she had met every Rakanese dignitary and government minister, and her face was sore from smiling.

And the great banquet was still to come.

She stood, swayed, and pulled up her underwear. It was dank and cold in the toilet block, and the pit beneath the bench stank. She smoothed down her robes, and opened the door.

A hand reached in and pushed her back. She nearly slipped, grabbing hold of the wall.

‘What the fuck?’ she cried. ‘Oh, it’s you.’

‘Hi, miss,’ said Jayki, coming into the toilet booth and closing the door.

‘Well,’ Shella smirked, ‘this is unexpected. Though I guess you were bound to come on to me sooner or later.’

Jayki raised his eyebrows.

‘Very funny, miss,’ he said. ‘I heard you were a little worse for wear with all the booze.’

‘And you heard right,’ she slurred.

‘Thought you weren’t planning on drinking, miss?’

‘I tried, Jayki,’ she shrugged, ‘but there’s only so much crap I can take with a straight face.’

‘Here,’ he said, reaching into a pocket. ‘Was saving this for you.’

‘A cigarette?’

He held it up. ‘No, miss. Keenweed.’

Shella grinned. ‘You naughty boy, Jayki.’

He lit the smokestick and passed it to her. They sat side by side on the toilet bench, careful to avoid the holes that led to the pit. Shella took 
a long draw, and felt her drunkenness recede within seconds, her mind clearing.

‘This will wipe me out tomorrow,’ she said, ‘but thank you.’

‘Couldn’t have you going out in public, the state you were in.’ He glanced at her. ‘Nice crown, miss.’

‘Yeah, I think so,’ she smiled. ‘Must be careful I don’t drop it down the toilet hole.’

‘If you do, miss,’ he chuckled, ‘I ain’t getting it back out for you.’

‘What you been doing all day, then?’ she asked.

‘Just hanging around. Watched you get crowned from the back of Parliament Hall, and since then I’ve been chatting to the porters and suchlike. Got asked loads of questions. Everybody wants to know what you’re like.’

‘I hope you didn’t give away too many of my wicked little secrets.’

‘Before today,’ Jayki said, ‘I thought the Migration hadn’t changed me much, that after everything we did and saw, I was still the same man.’ He paused, and gazed at her. ‘But I’m not. Talking to the people here made me realise that. They’ve changed too, but in a different way. I don’t belong here anymore.’

‘Does that mean that you’ll be coming back with me, after our trip’s finished?’

He looked hurt. ‘Of course, miss.’

‘Good,’ she said. ‘I had a worry that once you got here, you might want to stay. You know, track down any of your family and friends.’

‘I still hope to see my mum and dad,’ he said. ‘But we’ll be here for a third, I’m sure I’ll find time to visit them. I’m loyal to you, princess.’

Shella’s face flushed. ‘Don’t call me that, not you. Coming from you makes it sound real. When anyone else says it I can brush it off, but we’ve known each other since the first days of the Migration, when my idiot brother Pavu assigned you and Braga to watch out for me.’

‘I remember,’ he said. ‘I’ve often wondered about that. I mean if he’d chosen anyone else then I wouldn’t be alive. He just looked over a room of volunteers and picked me at random.’

‘Life’s fucked up,’ she said. ‘No point saying, “why me?”
’

She dropped the finished smokestick into the toilet pit, and stood.

She smiled. ‘Shall we?’
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The banquet was an enormous affair, with the entire area of Democracy Square covered in lines of tables, with a great platform at one end, where Shella was seated. Tens of thousands of people were crammed into the square, and every street leading there was packed. Food and drink were being given away for the celebration, and both had been supplied in prodigious quantities. Hundreds of cooks, porters and waiters had been hired, and several musical bands were playing in various corners of the square.

Tall torches and lamps lit the square from end to end, and the noise of people talking filled the air, over plates clattering and singers serenading the crowds.

Shella had insisted that Jayki accompany her to the banquet as her guest, and he had been assigned a place at the same table where she sat, along with the prime minister, and several other officials. Also at the top table were two Holdings, a woman, and a man in black robes.

‘That’s Serena the old ambassador, now the imperial legate,’ Prime Minister Drappo said in a low voice, noticing the direction of Shella’s gaze. ‘A most disagreeable woman. Never relaxes. Doesn’t understand what off-duty means.’

Shella nodded, as waiters placed more dishes in front of them.

‘The other one’s their chief priest.’

‘How are their missionaries getting on?’ Shella asked.

‘Not so well,’ Drappo chuckled. ‘In the land of a thousand gods, one more doesn’t make much difference. Most citizens were amused at first, but to be honest, they’ve had enough of false prophets and crazy holy men. And holy women.’

‘No mass conversions, then?’

Drappo raised an eyebrow. ‘Are you referring to what’s been happening in Rahain?
’

Shella nodded, picking at her food. The keenweed had suppressed her appetite, but she thought it might look ungrateful if she didn’t eat something.

‘Soon,’ he went on, his voice almost a whisper, ‘the two major powers of this world will follow the same religion, as they bow to the same emperor.’

‘As one day the whole world shall,’ said a voice behind them, ‘or so I pray.’

Shella turned, to see the Holdings priest standing close by.

‘Your Highness,’ he bowed. ‘Prime Minister.’

He brought a chair forward, and pushed it in to Shella’s right.

‘May I?’ he said, sitting.

‘I think you already have,’ Shella said.

‘What a wonderful celebration, your Highness,’ the priest said. ‘The people seem to be enjoying it.’

‘Who wouldn’t enjoy free food and drink?’

He glanced at her. ‘You really don’t have to worry about the spread of belief in the Creator.’

‘Were you using your powers to listen to our conversation, priest?’ Shella frowned. ‘A rather vulgar thing to do at dinner, don’t you think?’

He stared at her. She tried to clear her thoughts, but was unable to rid her mind of the loathing she felt for him.

The priest frowned. ‘We need to discuss Rakanese mages, your Highness.’

‘I’ll be in Arakhanah for a third. I’m sure we can arrange an appointment.’

‘I have my instructions from the Lord Vicar. He made it clear he wanted the topic brought up as soon as possible.’

Shella glanced over at Drappo. He was eating, but watching them from the corner of his eye.

‘I shall leave you two alone to discuss it, your Highness,’ the priest said. He bowed, and returned to where the legate sat.

Shella put down her fork, and opened a bottle of spirits set out before her
.

‘They’re predictable, at least,’ said Drappo.

Shella frowned. ‘We have to remember that bastard can hear everything. He’s probably in one of our heads right now.’

‘Have a little patience,’ he said, going back to his main course.

Shella tutted, picked up her glass, and tried to think of nothing.

Ten minutes later, as a further course of fried fish was being served, there was a commotion where the Holdings were sitting. The priest stood, clutching his stomach, then staggered into the arms of a servant, sending her tray flying. They went down together in a crash of plates and cutlery. The legate got to her feet, and the priest was hauled up by more servants, vomit strewn down his black robes.

Drappo chuckled as the priest was helped down from the podium.

‘Must have eaten something that disagreed with him.’

The legate sat back down, and the feast continued.

‘Now we can speak,’ the prime minister said. He wiped his chin with a napkin and turned to face Shella.

‘Tell me the truth,’ he said. ‘Why do the Holdings want our mages?’

‘Well, first of all,’ she said, ‘it’s not just our mages. The Emperor wants mages from every land, and already has some from each, except ours.’

‘But why?’ Drappo said, shaking his head. ‘For what possible purpose?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said, ‘but I know someone who’s trying to find out.’

‘I received a letter from Guilliam,’ Drappo said, his mouth twisting in anger. ‘He said that unless you return to Plateau City with mages, all aid will be immediately cut off.’

Shella gazed out over the vast square, packed with her people.

‘Just how dependent on aid are we right now?’

Drappo snorted. ‘See all this?’ He waved his hand at the tables. ‘It’s an illusion, paid for out of Holdings gold that had to be kept aside for the purpose. The food we’re wasting tonight could feed the entire city for days. No wonder half the citizenry turned up.’

He slammed his hand down onto the table, his face red with rage
.

‘In answer to your question,’ he said, glaring, ‘we are utterly dependent on Holdings aid. Food, coin, everything we need to keep the city going, we get from the empire. I cannot take the people back to the bad days. I won’t.’

‘So we’re going to hand over some mages?’

‘There’s no alternative,’ he said, bowing his head. ‘Yes. I have already selected a handful of volunteers. The majority are pensioners, those who’ve already served the city for most of their lives, and who were willing to go. None of them are highly ranked.’

‘Has the government taken a vote?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘We’re still a democracy, despite the changes that have been forced upon us. The decision wasn’t unanimous, but we decided it was the only course we could take.’

‘It’s blackmail.’

‘We’ve tried everything we can think of to buy more time,’ he said, ‘but we need at least another year to become self-sufficient in food. Two before we have enough money to get by without aid.’

‘So my first public act as princess, upon returning to the imperial capital,’ she said, refilling her glass, ‘will be to hand frail old mages over to the church?’

‘You pledged to serve the people of Arakhanah,’ he said. ‘We are doing this for them, so no one else has to starve.’

‘Sacrificing a few to save many,’ she said. ‘I’m not sure I can do it.’

‘You must,’ he said. ‘You already have the blood of six hundred thousand Rakanese on your hands, your Highness. My government begs that you do not add to that figure.’

She thought back to the volcanic wastes that the Migration had passed through, and the hundreds she had killed to maintain order. Her spirit had paid for it, she knew, brutalised by the constant deaths and inured to the endless misery of the basalt desert.

Like Jayki, she too had changed.

She put down her glass.

‘I’ll do it.’
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Daphne opened her eyes. Sunlight was filtering through the gaps in the cabin’s shutters, and a pile of blankets was keeping out the cold.

She could hear the sound of two people breathing, and she smiled. At the end of the bed Karalyn was sleeping in a cot, her legs tangled up in covers, and to Daphne’s right, squeezing alongside her on the narrow mattress was Killop, a powerful arm visible above the blanket. She sat up, and gazed down at him for a moment. He looked the same as she remembered, only with a few more scars, including a deep one running down his cheek. He had told her it had been inflicted when he had been forced to fight a challenger for the chiefdom of the clan. After living so long with Bedig, she had been surprised at how much taller and broader Killop was compared to the Brig man, with fists that looked like they could break stones.

She slipped out of bed, and pulled on a long, loose robe. Creeping past the cot, she picked up a small pack and stepped outside into the chill mountain air.

The views across the hills and valleys of Rahain were wide and beautiful. Far below the cabin, she could make out the big mansion 
where Killop lived, and a few miles to the left, there was a smudge that marked the location of Slateford Town. Daphne sat on a large boulder, and lit a cigarette.

Her new home, and Karalyn’s too. A Holdings and a half-Holdings among fifteen thousand Kellach Brigdomin. Killop had taken her on a tour of the estate, and then they had moved up the mountainside to stay in the wooden cabin behind her, just the three of them, so they could get to know each other. As much as she had relished the experience, she was anticipating settling in, impatient to be over the feeling of being somewhere unfamiliar.

She had enjoyed the time they had spent together. During the days, if the weather was fine, they would take Karalyn for a long walk through the forest, then in the evening they would build a fire in the cabin’s hearth, and share a few drinks after putting Karalyn to bed. They had talked each night, telling each other stories of their lives, and Daphne had tried to describe every step of their daughter’s growth. Then after that, bed. She had been worried that she wouldn’t desire him, or he her, or that the baby would make it all seem too uncomfortable, but it had been fine. Better than fine. She smiled at the new memories they had made in the darkness of the cabin, and felt her desire stir.

Killop was a good man. Passionate, thoughtful, though so quiet at times that she had trouble trying to figure out what he was thinking. She knew she could look into his mind at any moment, but had stuck to her resolution not to. She took a deep breath, savouring the scent of the nearby pine trees.

She heard a wail from the cabin, sighed, and stubbed out her cigarette. She jumped down from the boulder and opened the cabin door. Killop was up, standing at the end of the bed, rocking Karalyn back and forth in his huge arms. The baby was red-faced and screaming, tears and snot running down her cheeks.

Killop looked up as Daphne approached.

He passed her Karalyn.

Daphne sent a soothing stream of vision into her daughter’s mind, and she calmed
.

Killop sighed and sat on the bed.

‘Don’t feel bad,’ she said. ‘I’m cheating, remember?’

‘I don’t think she’s used to me yet.’

‘It might take a while. She’s been seeing the same familiar faces ever since she was born.’

Killop grabbed his clothes and got dressed.

‘I’ve really enjoyed our holiday,’ she said, laying Karalyn onto the bed to put on a clean nappy, ‘but I’ll be glad to head down to the mansion today. I’m looking forward to moving in, and meeting everyone.’

‘And I’ve got to get back to work,’ he said, fastening his boots.

She lay out the fresh nappy, and noticed Killop watching her.

‘You’ve still not done one of these,’ she said. ‘Bridget’s bound to ask. Come on, you can do this one.’

She showed him how to put Karalyn’s nappy on, his hands deft despite their size, though he pricked his finger on the safety pin.

‘Should I be worried about her?’ she said, as Killop wiped the blood from his finger.

‘Who, Bridget?’ he said. ‘Of course not.’

‘You seem very close.’

‘We are,’ he said, ‘but we’ve never fancied each other. It’s how we’ve managed to stay friends.’

‘Like me and Bedig,’ she said, as she finished dressing Karalyn.

Killop said nothing.

‘What’s that look for?’ she said.

‘Just wondering what’s wrong with Bedig.’

‘I was pregnant for a lot of the time,’ she smiled. ‘Probably didn’t look my best. Besides, he was too busy chatting up every servant girl in the house. Broke a lot of hearts did Bedig.’

‘I’ve never seen Bridget with a man.’

‘Maybe she likes women.’

‘I thought so for a while,’ he said, ‘but she’s mentioned a few guys that she’s liked. She had a thing for Kalden a few thirds back, but didn’t do anything about it, and I had to promise not to tell him.
’

Daphne nodded, and they began to pack up their things. When they finished, Daphne prepared some breakfast, while Killop went to the stream for water. When he returned, she made up a bottle of milk, and gave it to Karalyn.

‘Mama,’ she said, and Daphne’s face broke out in a grin.

‘I still can’t get used to it,’ she said. ‘She’s too young to be saying anything.’

‘She looks like you,’ Killop said.

‘But it’s you that’s making her grow so fast,’ Daphne said, ‘and walk and talk. And never catch a cold or be sick. She’s strong.’

‘And she’s a mage.’

Daphne nodded. ‘I’ve protected you now, though. She won’t be able to enter you head again.’

‘I know,’ he said, ‘but it’s a lot to take in. And I still don’t understand how me and you could have made someone with Kalayne’s powers.’

‘Neither do I,’ she said, ‘but there’s no point in wondering. We’ve just got to deal with it.’

‘Will we tell the others?’

‘I think we should keep it to ourselves.’

‘But what if she goes into someone’s head,’ he said, ‘and does to them what she did to me? You might not be there to stop it.’

‘I could probably protect everyone who lives with you on the top floor of the mansion,’ she said. ‘Bridget, and your mages.’

‘Is Bedig protected?’

‘To be honest,’ she said, ‘I’ve never felt the need. What she did to you was the first time she’s done anything like that. She must have seen something in you that got her attention, I don’t know.’

They both watched as Karalyn drank from the bottle. Her dark hair was down to her shoulders.

Daphne shook her head. ‘She’s starting to look like a little girl already. She’s not even one.’

‘I’ve never spent much time with bairns,’ he said. ‘Not sure how fast they’re supposed to grow.
’

‘Bedig said that she’s growing like a Kellach child, only dark-skinned.’

Karalyn put down the bottle, and toddled over to Daphne.

‘Time for a nap, Kara-bear,’ she said, ‘then we’ll be going down the hill to see our new home.’

She picked her up, kissed her cheek, and walked over to the cot.

Killop caught her eye as she tucked the baby in. He smiled, and glanced at the bed.

She checked that Karalyn was drifting off to sleep, then climbed onto the mattress. She put her right hand round Killop’s neck, and pulled him close. He wrapped his big arms round her, and they kissed, sinking into the soft sheets.
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The mansion stood on the brow of a gentle slope, looking down upon the river. The road crossed the water by way of a ford, and the wheels of their wagon splashed through the shallows, the gaien lumbering and tired from the journey down the mountain. They heaved the laden wagon up onto the bank, where a small village had sprouted up. It was centred around an old stone mill, but every other building was new. Twenty wooden houses clustered by the road, along with barns, stables and a tavern.

Killop nodded at a few Kellach out on the road. He seemed to be known by everyone they passed, Daphne noticed, and they all greeted him in an informal manner, as though the chief was an old friend rather than their ruler and lord.

The gaien left the village, and pulled the wagon up the slope. The road levelled off at the top and they came into the large courtyard that sat before the mansion. Children were playing, some hopping and jumping about over grids of chalk marked on the flagstones, while others ran and chased each other. Draewyn and her team of helpers stood talking to one side, keeping half an eye on their young charges.

Killop called over to Draewyn, and she waved back at him
.

They brought the gaien to a halt by the stone block of stables on the eastern side of the courtyard. Hands emerged to unharness the beasts, and Killop jumped to the ground. Daphne picked up Karalyn, and climbed down the steps.

As Killop chatted to a few stable workers, Daphne gazed up at the mansion. She had seen it before, but it had been at night, when they had first arrived. It was a four-storey block, built from the same grey slate that was seen everywhere on the estate. Its windows and doorways were arched, and Daphne could see the scarring left by removed ivy on one side of the façade.

‘All the children live here,’ Killop said, coming up beside her. ‘Well, the ones with no parents. Most will probably be orphans, but there’s always the hope that their ma or da might turn up one day. They’re on the first floor. On the ground floor live a lot of old folk, those with no families. Second floor is offices and meeting rooms, and we live at the top.’

‘It’s a beautiful house.’

‘Aye. It amazes me that it was built for one family. We have a hundred folk staying in it now.’

‘There are estates in the Holdings with houses as big as this,’ she said. ‘Though ours tend to be one or two-storied, and more spread out.’ She glanced at him. ‘I was brought up in one.’

‘Hold Fast?’

‘Yes. Nearly twenty times the area of Slateford. Though it’s all flat of course, and half of it’s barren, practically desert. Only good for horses, not for growing things.’

‘So I might be chief here,’ he said, ‘but in the politics of the world, your family’s power outweighs mine. Well, it would if you and your father were more friendly towards the Emperor.’

‘But instead I’m a renegade,’ she said. ‘Unwelcome in my homeland. Again. And you’re one to talk about being friendly with the Emperor.’

‘As long as I hold sovereignty over Slateford,’ he said, ‘they can’t tell me what to do, or who I should allow in.
’

‘You’re putting a lot of faith in a piece of paper,’ she said. ‘The church cannot be trusted.’

‘So you’ve said,’ he frowned. ‘We see eye to eye on that.’

They walked towards the mansion, passing a group of old Kellach men and women sitting out by small tables, drinking tea and watching the children play.

The front doors were open, and Killop and Daphne walked up the steps and entered. The interior had been redecorated, with Kellach-made wooden furniture. Tapestries covered every wall, embroidered with scenes of hunting and battles, and the fire mountain. Daphne followed Killop into a large chamber, where a tall man was standing, gazing down with a frown at a pile of documents spread on the table in front of him.

‘Morning, Kalden,’ Killop said.

‘Chief, you’re back,’ Kalden said. He nodded to Daphne. ‘Ma’am.’

‘Did I miss anything?’ Killop said.

‘Nothing catastrophic,’ Kalden said. ‘Do you want a drink? I’ve got about a hundred things I need to go over with you, and I’m sure Bridget’s list is even longer.’

Killop frowned, and turned to Daphne.

‘I suppose I’d better get on with it.’

A side door opened, and Bedig strode in, his face beaming.

‘Karalyn,’ he cried.

The baby smiled and wriggled in delight.

Daphne noticed Killop frown.

‘I’ll leave you to it,’ she said. She reached up and kissed him, and he held her and Karalyn close for a moment.

‘See you later,’ he said.

She turned to Bedig, and handed Karalyn to him.

‘I missed you, wee one,’ he said, rubbing his nose against the child’s forehead.

‘Nice to see you too, Bedig,’ Daphne said as they walked from the room.

‘Where now?
’

‘Well,’ Daphne said. ‘I need to get all our things moved up to our new quarters.’

‘Already done, miss,’ he said. ‘I’ve had twenty days waiting for you, did you think I wouldn’t unpack our stuff?’

‘I was hoping you’d be relaxing,’ she said. ‘Enjoying some time off.’

‘Oh, I’ve enjoyed myself, miss.’

‘I know that grin,’ she said. ‘You found yourself a girlfriend?’

He shrugged. ‘Not sure where it’s going yet.’

‘There you are!’ a voice cried.

Daphne turned. ‘Hi, Bridget.’

The young Brig woman rushed down the hall towards them, and hugged Daphne.

‘Good to see you back,’ she said. ‘How was your trip up the hills?’

‘Great, thanks,’ Daphne said. ‘You here to see Killop?’

‘No,’ Bridget said. ‘I’m here for you, Daphne.’ She turned to Bedig, and the Brig man’s eyes averted for a second, his cheeks flushing. ‘You alright to watch Karalyn for the afternoon?’ Bridget asked him.

‘Aye,’ Bedig said. ‘Nae bother.’

‘Then I’m claiming you for the rest of the day, Daphne,’ she said. ‘We’re going to get absolutely reeking.’

‘Reeking?’

‘Drunk,’ Bridget said. ‘As fuck.’

Daphne considered for a moment.

‘Let’s do it.’

Bridget grinned.

‘Where are we going?’ Daphne said.

‘Village by the ford’s got a tavern,’ she said. ‘Does great fried bacon as well.’

Daphne kissed Karalyn. ‘See you soon, Kara-bear. Mummy’s going out.’
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‘It’s a fine balance,’ Bridget said, taking a swig of ale. ‘On one hand we 
have to be nice to the outside world so that they deal with us, buy our wine and so on, but at the same time we have our own rules. The authority of the empire stops at the border of Slateford.’

Daphne shook her head. ‘I can’t see how the Emperor and church will allow that to continue indefinitely. This thing about refusing access to missionaries is starting to annoy them.’

‘There’s nothing they can do, but. Killop’s a stubborn bastard.’

‘You’re safe,’ Daphne said, ‘as long as Laodoc remains in power.’

‘Did you see him when you were in the capital?’

Daphne nodded. ‘He doesn’t look well.’

‘Ladies,’ said a serving boy, putting down another large jug of ale onto their table.

‘Hey, wee man,’ Bridget said. ‘You can take this as well.’

She shoved forward her empty plate.

Daphne glanced at her own half-eaten dish. ‘And this,’ she said. ‘I’m full. You gave me enough to feed a whole family.’

Bridget slapped the boy’s hand away from Daphne’s plate.

‘Not so fast,’ she smiled. ‘I’ll have that.’

The boy left, and Bridget starting tucking in.

‘And I wondered if it was just Bedig who had a large appetite,’ Daphne said, ‘but you all eat like him. I don’t understand why you’re not all as wide as a barn.’

Bridget shrugged and belched.

‘Bedig does that a lot too,’ Daphne said.

Bridget looked like she wanted to say something, but instead took a drink of ale.

Daphne lit a cigarette.

‘So,’ she said, ‘you get on all right with Bedig while we were away?’

‘You could say that,’ Bridget said, her face flushing.

Daphne sighed. ‘I probably should warn you, Bridget.’

Bridget frowned. ‘About what?’

‘Bedig’s a great guy,’ Daphne said, ‘but he, umm… likes chasing women.’

Bridget said nothing
.

‘He had a bit of a reputation,’ Daphne went on, cringing inside, ‘with the girls in Plateau City.’

‘He’s been good to me so far,’ Bridget said. ‘I think I like him.’

‘You can tell him I warned you,’ Daphne said. ‘He’ll probably laugh.’

‘You’re pretty close to him.’

‘Like how you are with Killop.’

‘Are you jealous?’

‘A bit. Are you?’

Bridget shrugged. ‘I don’t know how it’ll go with Bedig. As for Killop, I’ll try not to get in the way. Everyone’s already been telling me to give you both room, but a chief and herald are a partnership, and me and Killop work well together.’

‘I see how at ease he is with you,’ Daphne said, filling her ale mug. ‘That’s what I’m jealous of, I think. Me and him are still getting comfortable with each other, and we’re not there yet.’

‘Killop and me have been living in each other’s armpits for three years. All the time we were slaves, and then through the uprising, and now here. It must be shit for you, coming in and seeing that, but nothing’s ever gone on between us, and never will.’

Daphne nodded, resisting the temptation to check if Bridget was telling the truth. She gazed around the small tavern. They were occupying a table by a window, close to where a large fire burned in a central hearth. Even so, Daphne felt the cold through her clothes.

As the serving boy was returning with a fresh jug of ale, the door of the tavern opened and Dyam walked in, followed by Lilyann.

‘Afternoon,’ she said as they approached.

‘Hi Dyam,’ Bridget said. ‘What did you bring her for?’

‘I’m supposed to be tutoring her this afternoon,’ Dyam said, sitting. She nodded to the serving boy for more mugs and ale. ‘She knew that you two were in here, and wore me down.’

Lilyann grinned, and took a seat next to Daphne.

‘What was the lesson?’ Bridget said.

‘Rahain grammar,’ Dyam said. ‘Hence my one condition for 
agreeing to come here. We all have to speak Rahain.’ She looked round the table. ‘That all right?’

‘Fine with me,’ Daphne said, switching language. ‘I need to practice.’

‘Who taught you the Kellach tongue?’ asked Dyam. ‘You speak it well.’

‘An old Kell man in Plateau City,’ Daphne said.

‘So you know three languages?’ Lilyann said.

‘Four. I also speak Sanang.’

Lilyann put a hand to her mouth. ‘Is that where…?’

‘Where what?’

The table hushed as Lilyann’s face went red. Bridget picked up the jug and filled everyone’s mugs.

Lilyann stared at Daphne.

‘Where the Creator spoke to you?’

Daphne snorted, ale coming out of her nose.

Bridget slapped her on the back.

‘How did you know that?’ Daphne said.

‘So it’s true?’

Daphne lit a cigarette.

Lilyann watched her, her eyes alight.

‘Well?’

‘I’m not going to talk about it right now,’ Daphne said. ‘Who told you?’

‘A man.’

‘Millar?’ Bridget said.

Lilyann nodded.

‘Deacon Millar,’ Bridget said to Daphne. ‘He’s a missionary from the One True Path who keeps trying to get onto the estate. He sneaked in once, and found our mages.’

‘And he told you about me?’ Daphne said to Lilyann.

‘He said lots of interesting things about you,’ she replied. ‘He said I was to be very careful. That you were dangerous.’

‘Have you converted to the creator-faith?
’

‘Do you deny it’s true?’

Daphne shook her head, and took a drink.

‘This ale’s all right,’ she said, ‘but it’s making me want to pee. Are there any spirits?’

‘Gin,’ Bridget said. She called over to the serving boy, who nodded.

They sat in silence as the boy brought over a bottle, and four small cups. Bridget poured, and Daphne took a sip.

‘That’s more like it.’

Bridget smiled.

‘What did he say to you?’ Lilyann said.

‘You still talking about that?’ Daphne said.

‘The Creator spoke to you,’ Lilyann cried. ‘Am I the only one that thinks that’s not fucking normal?’

Bridget shrugged. ‘Daphne’s religion is her own business.’

‘I’m a wee bit intrigued,’ said Dyam. ‘This Creator is the god of the Holdings, right? And we’ve banned their missionaries from coming in. But if Daphne really has spoken to their god, then they’re telling the truth, and maybe we should allow them in.’

‘Exactly,’ Lilyann said. ‘Daphne’s living proof that the church is right.’

All eyes turned to her.

‘The church have tried to kill me several times,’ she said, ‘and my daughter.’

‘Because you turned from them,’ Lilyann said.

‘You’ve no idea what you’re talking about,’ Daphne said, glaring at the young mage. ‘You’ve heard a bit of truth mixed in with the church’s lies, and fallen for it.’

Lilyann opened her mouth to reply, but Bridget growled at her from across the table, and she sat back in her seat, scowling.

‘Religion is banned as a topic of conversation,’ Bridget said, refilling their cups with gin. ‘Does nothing but cause arguments. Let’s stick to a safer subject, like sex.’

Dyam smirked. ‘Funny how you only want to talk about it now that you’re getting some.
’

Bridget grinned.

‘That big ginger oaf?’ Lilyann said. ‘You shagging him?’

Daphne laughed, her head swimming from the gin. She checked her pockets, and realised she had left her keenweed at the mansion.

‘And what about you, Daphne?’ Dyam said. ‘You and Killop been getting it on?’

She thought back to that morning and smiled.

‘Aye,’ Lilyann said, swigging from her cup of gin. ‘What’s he like?’

‘None of your business,’ Daphne said.

‘Aw, go on,’ Lilyann said. ‘Is he good?’

‘I’m not discussing it with you.’

‘Be like that,’ Lilyann frowned. ‘It doesnae matter if you tell us or not, we already have a pretty good idea what he’s like, judging from the noises that Larissa used to make.’

Daphne narrowed her eyes as the table went quiet.

Dyam glanced at Bridget, alarm on her face.

‘Who?’ Daphne said.

‘No fucking way!’ Lilyann cackled. ‘You mean he didnae tell you about Larissa?’

Daphne looked over to Bridget, who shrugged.

‘It’s when he thought you were dead.’

Daphne pushed back her chair and got to her feet, the sound of Lilyann’s laughter in her ears.

‘You, shut it,’ Bridget muttered at her. ‘Stupid wee cow.’

Daphne walked to the door.

‘Where you going?’ Bridget called after her.

‘Need a minute,’ she said, slamming the door behind her.

It was evening, she noticed, and the breeze was chill on her cheeks. She shivered, through a mixture of cold and rage.

Why had he not told her? The thought of him with another woman made her feel sick, but she couldn’t condemn him, not if he had believed she was dead. But to leave her open to such humiliation was too much. She staggered, then shook her head and began striding up the hill towards the mansion
.

The courtyard was quiet, and she entered through the main doors. She tried to remember where their rooms were. They were on the top floor, she thought, her mind clouded by drunken anger. She needed to find some stairs.

‘You lost?’ a voice said.

Daphne gazed down the hall to see a middle-aged Kellach woman approaching.

‘I’m Draewyn,’ she said. ‘We met briefly when you first arrived. I heard that you were back… Are you all right?’

‘Fine.’

‘You been drinking?’

‘Was out with Bridget,’ Daphne said. ‘Could you help me find where I’m supposed to be staying?’

‘Of course,’ she said, turning. ‘This way. Out with Bridget, eh? No wonder you look so drunk. I saw you come in on the wagon with Killop earlier today. Did you have a good time away?’

Daphne said nothing, concentrating on not tripping up the stairs they were climbing.

‘I suppose Bridget told you about her and Bedig,’ Draewyn went on. ‘Been stuck to each other for days. Mind you, he’s a good-looking young lad, and he’s cheered Bridget up no end. She was moping about the place when you and Killop first went off…’

‘Could you stop talking, please?’ Daphne said.

Draewyn tutted, but said nothing. They reached the top of a flight of steps and Draewyn gestured to a door, her lips closed.

‘Thanks,’ Daphne muttered, and barged through.

She came into a large chamber, with a fireplace, tables and chairs. Kneeling in front of the fire was Bedig, playing with Karalyn, who noticed her mother, and emitted a squeal.

In the other corner of the room Killop was standing leaning over a table with Kalden, examining documents.

Daphne steeled herself and walked over.

Killop turned, his eyes doing a double take when he saw the rage on her face
.

‘I just had to learn about Larissa,’ Daphne said, ‘from that little bitch Lilyann.’

Killop’s face fell.

Kalden coughed, and sidled away.

‘I was going to tell you,’ Killop said.

‘We had twenty days,’ she said, her right fist clenched. ‘You should have told me.’

‘I didn’t want to ruin our time together.’

Her anger boiled up, and for a moment she felt like lashing out at him, as Lilyann’s laughter echoed in her head.

Karalyn let out a high wail, and Daphne felt a wave of raw power come from her daughter, and surge towards Killop. It passed through Daphne’s protections as if they weren’t there, and penetrated his mind.

Killop’s eyes rolled back into his head, and he collapsed onto the floor, convulsing.

Draewyn screamed and ran forward.

‘What’s happening to him?’ she cried.

Daphne tried to get close, but his limbs were thrashing about. Specks of foam spattered down his beard. Bedig came over, holding Karalyn, who was crying, her face wet. He passed her to Daphne, and knelt next to Killop, gripping the chief’s shoulders and pinning him down.

‘What the fuck?’ yelled Bridget, rushing into the room, Dyam and Lilyann behind her.

‘Help me,’ Bedig said. ‘He’s having a fit.’

Bridget and Dyam took a leg each, while Daphne tried to calm Karalyn, who was wailing.

Killop’s convulsions stopped, and he lay still on the rug, drenched in sweat, his eyes closed.

‘He’s breathing,’ said Draewyn, leaning close.

‘What happened?’ said Bridget.

Daphne shook her head, unable to form any words.

‘He was rowing with Daphne,’ Draewyn said. ‘Then he just toppled over.
’

Bedig caught Daphne’s eye. He glanced at Karalyn, but said nothing.

‘I don’t know what happened,’ Daphne said.

‘Let’s get him into his bed,’ Draewyn said. ‘Hopefully he’ll sleep it off.’

As they lifted Killop, Daphne sent a thin thread of vision into his mind.

She flinched, sensing the raw pain that his consciousness had retreated from. His thoughts screamed, and his memories lay scorched and shredded. She tried to weave more protection around him, but there was nothing to latch on to, just agony.

Daphne started crying, and Draewyn put an arm around her shoulder.

‘There, there,’ she said. ‘I’m sure he’ll be fine.’

Bedig, Dyam and Bridget lowered Killop onto his bed. Dyam glanced at Draewyn, and they nodded and left, taking Lilyann with them.

Bedig and Bridget stood to one side, as Daphne held Karalyn and wept.

‘I think we should tell Bridget,’ Bedig said.

‘Tell me what?’ Bridget said. ‘Do you know what happened?’

‘It was Karalyn,’ Daphne said, ‘but you can’t tell anyone outside this room.’

Bridget stared at her, mouth open.

‘It’s true,’ said Bedig. ‘Both bits.’

‘She has mage powers?’ Bridget said.

‘Yes,’ Daphne said, ‘but she’s never done anything like this before. She can sense my moods, and I was angry with him.’ She looked down at Killop’s unconscious body. ‘I wanted to hit him. Karalyn sensed it, and…’

‘She did this,’ Bridget said. ‘Fucksake, Daphne, I don’t know if I can keep this quiet. Your daughter is a danger to everyone. What if you get angry with Bedig, or me? Fuck, Lilyann won’t last a day.’

‘I’ll stay in this room for now,’ Daphne said, ‘with Killop and Karalyn. 
No one will be in any danger. I just need to figure out how to stop her from doing it again.’

‘Do you think you’ll be able to?’

‘I think so,’ she said. ‘I have to try.’

‘All right,’ Bridget said. ‘I’ll not say anything about this, but if you can’t stop her, we’ll be having this discussion again.’

‘I understand,’ Daphne said. ‘Just give me a few days.’

Bridget nodded, then glanced at Bedig, and the two Brig left the bedroom.

Daphne sat on the mattress next to Killop, and gazed at Karalyn. She entered her daughter’s mind, but could see no regret, or even any real memory of what had happened. The child’s consciousness intertwined with her mother’s, and Karalyn beamed in joy.

Daphne turned toward Killop, leaned over and kissed his clammy forehead. She sat Karalyn down and took Killop’s hand. A sense of helplessness fell upon her. She had lied to Bridget. She had no idea how to stop her daughter.

‘What have you done, Kara-bear?’
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Agang was glad that Chane had gone, that she wasn’t there to witness his failure.

Rain was falling, but he ignored it, standing still and alone on the roof of the Great Hall, the highest point in Broadwater.

A third had passed since Chane had left, a third in which the news had grown grimmer by the day. More scattered veterans of engagements with the rebels had streamed into Broadwater, their will to fight extinguished.

Beechwoods, his home for nearly a decade, had been taken, and burned to the ground, Drechtan and his garrison along with it. The firewitch had a simple method of dealing with any village, homestead or fort that tried to stand against her. Surrender, or burn. And if you surrendered, you had to join her army. Drechtan had refused to surrender, probably knowing he would be killed either way, and Beechwoods had burned.

Agang had moved his remaining regiments to the west of Broadwater, to block their advance, but the rebels had surprised him, and circled round to the south, crossing the Twinth near the mountains. The smoke 
on the horizon was coming from the east, about ten miles distant he guessed.

That it was the firewitch, there was no doubt. Scouts and fleeing civilians had been running towards Broadwater down the east road all morning, splashing across the river fords into the town. The main street was filled with wagons that had been prepared to transport the last Holdings out of Sanang, but the trip had been cancelled when it became clear the rebels were advancing down the road the evacuees had hoped to take.

Legate Robban had been furious, and had ordered every Holdings up to the citadel for safety. They knew what happened to their folk who were captured by B’Dang, and many locals had mocked the fearful expressions on their faces.

He scanned the town’s defences. Thick palisade walls were useless against the firewitch, and there was no knowing where she might choose to break through. Agang had two thousand soldiers in the town, while reports stated that the rebels had at least twenty times that number. It didn’t matter where she broke through. The town was doomed.

He had never received definitive word that Mandalecht was dead, and he harboured wild hopes that his faithful one-eyed commander would appear, leading his regiments to the fords of the Twinth, the site of so many battles against the Holdings. This time Agang would be fighting his own people. To them, he was just like the Holdings, and represented the empire, which they had rejected.

Fools, he thought. They would rather descend back into barbarism and warfare than embrace any kind of progress. With B’Dang in charge, Sanang would revert to its worst, a land where lives were worth nothing. He had tried to end the violence, and this was his reward.

He had been unable to look Pieper in the eye since Chane had told him about the war god, and the powers possessed by the Holdings mages. She had worked it out, while he had been blind and gullible. How they must have laughed at him, fooled by an illusion into allying with the Holdings, instead of crushing them
.

If he ever got his hands on the priest responsible, he would rip his head from his shoulders.

He was relieved that he had told no one else about his vision during the siege of Plateau City. Hodang and his other advisors believed the alliance had been due to Agang’s strategic foresight, rather than the result of a Holdings priest donning a mask and impersonating the war god.

It was too late to do anything about it, he knew, as he watched the smoke grow closer. The firewitch was razing a swathe of forest by the road, where a small lookout fort stood, still several miles from the town.

‘Uncle,’ he heard from behind him.

Agang said nothing as Gadang approached.

‘The garrison is on full alert,’ he said, ‘and is awaiting your orders.’

The king nodded.

‘I will go down and lead the defence of the town myself,’ he said. ‘You will remain in the citadel to protect the royal household. If I fall, you will be king. I trust you will do what is required.’

Gadang’s face paled. ‘Yes, uncle.’

Agang turned and made his way down the steep wooden steps, Gadang following. They passed by the floors of the Great Hall, where guards and servants rushed down corridors. On the ground floor groups of people were milling around, clutching onto their possessions, or carrying weapons. Pieper and Legate Robban tried to get his attention as Agang strode towards the main entrance, but he ignored them. A squad of soldiers were waiting for him in the mustering yard in front of the hall, and he nodded to their officer.

‘Your Majesty,’ he bowed.

‘Let’s go,’ Agang said, and the squad moved into a flanking formation.

‘Wait!’ a voice cried.

Agang turned to see Hodang run across the yard.

‘Your Majesty,’ he panted. ‘Where are you going? The citadel is the most secure part of Broadwater. We agreed to stay here.’

‘And you shall,’ Agang said. ‘Lock up the citadel once we’ve gone. I 
intend to confront B’Dang D’Bang from the town walls, where my people can see me.’

For the first time Agang could remember, Hodang struggled to find anything to say.

‘Don’t worry old friend,’ Agang said. ‘I don’t intend to die down there. At least not before I’ve strangled the life out of that bastard B’Dang.’

‘You have a plan, your Majesty?’

‘No.’

Agang turned and began walking towards the citadel gates, his escort keeping pace. As they reached the wide earthen ramp leading down into the town, the stout wooden gates of the citadel were closed behind them with a thud.

They passed the old training grounds on their left, where so many of Agang’s regiments had been drilled. On their right was a row of walled-off warehouses, filled with the remainder of the gold and valuables taken from Rahain, the treasury in the citadel having been filled up. All of it would soon be in the hands of B’Dang, Agang thought, trembling with rage.

Soldiers filled the main street, the civilians having been forced back into the residential areas in the northern half of the town. The wagons that had been meant for the Holdings withdrawal were now blocking the gates to the ford, lashed together and piled up. Like a bonfire, Agang frowned.

The gatehouse towers were fully manned, with crossbowmen lining the narrow battlements. Agang made his way there, passing groups of soldiers, many drinking or smoking to prepare themselves. At the gatehouse, soldiers cleared a path for him, and he ascended to the top of the main tower astride the gate.

No one spoke as they waited. A soldier handed the king a stick of keenweed, and Agang took a long draw before passing it on. The rain had cleared, and there were a few breaks in the overcast afternoon sky. The smoke in the east grew nearer, until Agang could hear the crackle 
and roar of the forest burning, then the shouts and cries of thousands of voices.

Agang squinted, looking into the forest, and saw them, rebels running towards the ford, swarming through the trees and along the muddy road. Some wore pieces of armour, but most held just a spear or sword. There was a low rumble of noise from the town, as those on the walls caught sight of the enemy approach, and spread the word back to their comrades.

The rebels emerged from the forest, and halted on the banks of the ford, yelling and screaming at the town walls. They soon filled the riverside, spreading back and out, massing in their thousands. Agang heard the soldier next him let out a sob.

Through the centre of the horde a path was cleared, and down it walked a group, several of whom stood more than a head higher than the others.

‘The firewitch,’ gasped a soldier.

‘Shut your mouth,’ the sergeant spat.

A chant rose up from the rebels by the ford, gaining in volume.

‘Kill-kill, kill-kill, kill-kill,’ it went on, droning up to the soldiers on the gatehouse. Someone in the town screamed.

The group reached the front of the mass of warriors, and stopped at the edge of the ford.

Among them were three Clackdomyn, a man and two women. Next to them Agang recognised B’Dang, and felt anger take hold of him. He put a hand on the timber battlements, the urge to leap down and run at that bastard almost impossible to resist. He felt the other soldiers on the tower back off.

‘Agang Garo,’ B’Dang D’Bang cried, and the chanting stilled. ‘You fucking traitor. You arse-licking Holdings-lover. Did you suck the Emperor’s balls so you could wear that pretty little crown?’ He laughed, swaggering on the river bank. ‘Do you see who I’ve brought with me? Today it all ends for you, and by sunset I’ll be jerking off over your corpse.’

‘That’s enough of your shite, B’Dang,’ said the brown-haired 
Clackdomyn woman, striding forward. She squinted up at the gatehouse. ‘Agang Garo, you up there?’

‘I am,’ he called down.

‘Right,’ she said. ‘Well, it’s fucking simple. Kylon here will explain it.’

The Clackdomyn man stepped forward. He was dressed in a long black coat, his dark hair falling past his shoulders.

‘The empire is evil,’ he called out, ‘and will lead us all to death. We must fight it. You are a servant of the empire, and an obstacle in our way. Surrender, and we will spare the townsfolk. Those of fighting age will join our army of liberation. These are our terms. If you refuse, Keira will burn you.’

The firewitch performed a mock bow, and the rebel warriors burst into laughter.

‘I will fight B’Dang D’Bang,’ Agang cried out. ‘I claim him. Warrior chief to warrior chief. The victor wins the crown.’

B’Dang surged forwards, but the blonde Kellach woman put out an arm to block him, as warriors and soldiers on both sides watched.

‘Get a fucking grip,’ Keira cried. ‘Do you think I’m stupid? No deal.’

‘B’Dang is a coward,’ Agang yelled.

Keira shook her head. ‘Last chance. You taking our terms?’

‘I will not bow to a savage.’

Keira laughed.

Agang watched as the firewitch turned, and walked back into the mass of rebels. She spoke to B’Dang on the way, the rebel chief looking unhappy with having been restrained.

‘Make sure every fire bucket’s ready,’ Agang heard the sergeant say, and a soldier ran down the steps.

Nothing happened for a few minutes, and Agang had time for his anger to cool. The rebels stayed where they were, massed on the river bank. Smoke from a fire close by rose in intensity, and within seconds a vast stretch of forest was ablaze. The flames kept away from the rebel warriors, who turned to watch. Gouts of flame leapt up and formed a cloud of roiling fire, growing larger and larger as the firewitch fed it from the burning trees below
.

The great fire-cloud began to move, rolling towards Broadwater until it hung suspended over the town, casting a flickering shadow over the houses and streets. Fiery drops started to fall like rain, catching alight wherever they landed. Soldiers and civilians screamed and ran as the drops of fire hit them. Wooden roofs went up in flames, along with wagons and the canopies covering the market.

After a few seconds it was over. The fire rain stopped, the flaming cloud remaining above them.

Agang turned back to face the ford.

The firewitch was standing there, her right arm pointed at the sky, where the fire cloud hovered. The man Kylon was next to her, and a shorter woman, with her face covered in white paint, was at Keira’s side, offering her a drink.

‘Do you wish to reconsider?’ Kylon cried up to Agang.

The king staggered, his head reeling with the smoke and screams coming from the town behind him,

‘The townsfolk will be spared?’ he said, his heart despairing.

‘They will,’ Kylon said, ‘but all men will be coming with us.’

‘And the Holdings?’

Kylon shook his head. ‘Our terms cover only the Sanang.’

Agang glanced back at the town. Most of the fires had been put out, but a few were still burning. Above their heads, the fiery cloud bubbled and sparked.

‘My arm’s getting tired,’ Keira called out. ‘If you don’t make yer mind up soon I’m fucking dropping the lot on ye.’

Agang turned to face the rebels. Every soldier and warrior stood in silence, all eyes on him.

He nodded.

‘Say it,’ Kylon cried.

Agang swallowed hard. ‘We surrender.’

‘Open the gates,’ called Kylon, amid a roar from the rebel warriors.

Agang gestured to a soldier by his side. ‘Do it.’

The soldier’s mouth opened, then he sprinted down the steps.

By the riverbank, Keira swept her arm away. The cloud of fire was 
extinguished in a second, and small particles of ash fell onto the town, or were carried away by the wind.

Agang bowed his head.

He heard the heavy bolts of the gates below him slide free, and the wooden doors swung open. Rebel warriors were moving forward through the ford, their feet splashing in the shallow water. They were chanting again, and crowing in triumph. The soldiers in the gatehouse lowered their crossbows, and waited for Agang to speak.

‘We must return to the citadel at once, your Majesty,’ the sergeant said. ‘You must not be taken prisoner.’

The other soldiers stared from the king to the sergeant, then one stepped forward and plunged his sword through the chest of the sergeant. Another joined in, and another, until the sergeant fell, bloody and torn.

The soldiers turned to face Agang, their weapons trained on him.

‘Give me your sword,’ one shouted at Agang.

‘What are you doing?’ said another, his eyes wild.

‘We give them Agang,’ the first soldier said, ‘and we might live through this.’

Agang’s hand rushed to the hilt of his sword, but a soldier clubbed him over the back of his head with the butt of a crossbow, and he crashed to the ground. He curled up, wrapping his arms over his head as the blows rained down on him. Punches, kicks, and the hard end of a crossbow struck him. He suppressed his instincts, and allowed his body to be battered, the need to keep his secrets greater than the fear of a beating.

The soldiers dragged him to the top of the steep wooden stairs, and threw him down. He landed in a heap, the wind knocked out of him, his body screaming from a dozen injuries. The squad followed him down, and pulled him across the floor by the arms. He jerked his eyes open, writhing and struggling, and more punches came down, into his face and stomach, until his eyes were full of blood and he stopped resisting.

He passed out for a moment, wavering between consciousness and oblivion. He sensed daylight, and the gravel of the ground he was being 
dragged over. His arms were dropped, and he lay on the earth, breathing in ragged gulps, his blood seeping into the soil beneath him.

Something warm and wet struck his face, and he gagged and spluttered, his hand reaching and rubbing his eyes.

He heard laughter, and through the blood he saw B’Dang D’Bang standing over him, pulling up his pants. He spat onto Agang.

‘You belong to me now,’ B’Dang said. ‘I win.’

He turned to the warriors by his side. ‘Carry him. We’re going up to the citadel. The civilians down here are off-limits, but up there?’ He pointed up the ramp to the walls of the citadel. ‘Up there, we can do what we like.’

The rebel officers started shouting, and rough hands grabbed hold of Agang, and carried him towards the ramp. With the blood clearing from his eyes, he saw his soldiers being lined up in the street and disarmed, surrounded by groups of rebels.

B’Dang strode up the ramp, with several hundred warriors accompanying him, and Agang bundled into their midst.

The gates of the citadel were closed, and the helmets of soldiers poked out above the high palisade walls. Agang was dragged to the front of the rebels as they got to the edge of bowshot.

‘Open up,’ B’Dang cried. ‘Your king has surrendered. It’s over.’

The walls of the citadel stood silent.

B’Dang drew a long knife. He gestured to a pair of warriors who leaned over and hoisted Agang up, his arms over their shoulders, his feet dragging on the wet earth.

Agang opened his eyes, but his vision was blurred. He spat a gobbet of blood onto the ground. B’Dang stood before him, his knife tracing a line down Agang’s cheek, a trickle of fresh blood mingling with the rest.

‘Here is your king!’ B’Dang yelled. ‘If those gates don’t start opening in ten seconds, I will slowly slice his head off in front of you.’

‘Don’t do it…’ Agang cried, his voice broken and slurred.

‘Ten,’ B’Dang shouted. ‘Nine…’

The gates started to open.

B’Dang roared, and his warriors flooded up the ramp. They burst 
through the half-open gates, swords drawn, and into the citadel’s mustering yard. B’Dang waited a few minutes, until they had all passed under the gates, then followed, Agang dragged behind. They entered the citadel, stepping over the bodies of black-clad soldiers as B’Dang’s warriors tore through the remaining garrison. The staff of the imperial legate had been pulled out of the mission building, and were being hacked to pieces along with any other Holdings that had been found.

B’Dang surveyed the scene, nodding. A great cry came up from a group of warriors, as they discovered the treasury building. A line of blacksmiths were herded out from the nearby smithy, and beheaded in the yard, and Agang lowered his eyes, unable to watch any more.

‘We’ve secured the royal household, chief,’ a voice said.

‘Bring them out,’ B’Dang said.

He looked around the yard, then walked over to the smithy. His warriors gathered round him, a space cleared in the centre. As the prisoners from within the hall were led out, B’Dang called over to the guards.

‘Bring them here.’

The warriors parted, and allowed the small group into the clear space. B’Dang gestured to a stout wooden rack.

‘Tie him there,’ he said, and Agang was dragged over and strapped to the wooden frame by his wrists and ankles.

He heard gasps coming from the group of prisoners, and he cracked open his eyes. Hodang was there, standing tall, and his nephew Gadang, who was shaking. His young bride stood motionless next to him, a veil covering her face. Standing together were Legate Robban and Father Pieper, their faces grim but fearless. Giles looked terrified, his eyes darting over the assembled rebels who were watching.

B’Dang gazed at the prisoners, shaking his head.

‘Frankly,’ he said, ‘I’m fucking disappointed. I was hoping for a proper fight today, and all I get is you lot. I didn’t even get to kick the shit out of Agang. His own soldiers had already done the job by the time they handed him over to me. Frustrating. And only three Holdings.’

He turned to his warriors. ‘Tie them up next to Agang.
’

Warriors piled into the group of prisoners. Giles shrieked, and was dragged away. Pieper dodged the hands that came to grab him, and lashed out with a knife, stabbing a warrior. He moved fast, but there were too many of B’Dang’s men surrounding him, and he was beaten to the ground. B’Dang lunged forward, and brought the heel of his boot down onto Pieper’s head. There was a crunch, and B’Dang stamped down again, cracking the Holdings man’s skull open. A third stamp, and his head split, emptying its contents onto the earth of the mustering yard.

B’Dang staggered backwards, his heel dripping.

Robban was led off after Giles to the smithy rack, as Hodang, Gadang, and the girl edged away from the corpse of Pieper lying sprawled on the ground, a circle of blood spreading out from his broken head.

B’Dang watched as the two remaining Holdings were strapped next to Agang.

‘You look important,’ he said to Robban.

The imperial legate spat at B’Dang.

The Sanang lord wiped the spittle from his cheek and laughed.

‘At least you’ve got some balls,’ he said, pulling a knife. ‘Though not for much longer.’

He stabbed the legate in the groin, his knife plunging in and out as Robban screamed. B’Dang’s arm moved in a frenzy, stabbing and stabbing until Robban’s cries died away and his head lolled.

B’Dang panted, then wiped the knife on the ground.

‘And who are you?’ he grinned at Giles. ‘No, wait, I can guess. A pretty boy like you? We all know what he’s been doing, eh lads?’

The rebel warriors let out a roaring laugh.

B’Dang wandered over to the interior of the smithy, and returned with a poker and a hammer.

He leapt up onto a crossbeam of the rack, about halfway up, and edged closer to Giles. He grasped the young man’s head in his hand, and rammed the poker down his throat. As Giles writhed and choked, 
B’Dang picked up the hammer and battered it down on the end of the poker, driving it a foot into Giles’ body.

The warriors cheered as Giles swung limp, and B’Dang basked for a moment, raising the hammer in his right hand.

‘Now that the foreigners have been dealt with,’ he said, jumping down into the yard, ‘things can get more personal.’

He strode towards the three Sanang in the centre of the cleared space.

‘Hodang and Prince Gadang,’ B’Dang crowed.

‘What do you want?’ Gadang said. ‘Whatever it is, we’ll do it.’

‘Your brother was right,’ B’Dang said. ‘You’re a fucking coward, a dirty little Holdings-lover.’ He spat at Gadang’s feet. ‘You make me ashamed to be Sanang.’

He turned to his warriors.

‘Grind him into the dirt.’

Gadang was pulled screaming into a tight crowd of warriors, and Agang lost sight of him amid the thrown punches and boots. Gadang’s cries went on for a moment, then ended, but the mob continued, stamping on his body until a cloud of dust covered them.

B’Dang turned to face Hodang, then glanced at the girl, as if seeing her for the first time.

‘Who’s she, then?’

‘She was Gadang’s bride,’ Hodang said, keeping his voice even.

‘He had her?’

Hodang nodded.

‘Then she’s no use to me,’ B’Dang said. ‘I’ll let the lads play with her.’

‘B’Dang, ya mad bastard,’ a loud voice yelled over the crowd.

The warriors parted, and a group of tall figures approached, flanked by others.

‘What the fuck’s been going on here?’ Keira cried, striding into the open space where Hodang and the girl stood. She gazed over at the smithy rack, then turned to B’Dang.

She laughed. ‘You’re one sick wee fuck.
’

‘We spared the civilians,’ he said. ‘Even let all the servants in the hall go.’ He gestured at the bodies. ‘Just taking care of the traitors.’

‘We agreed not to kill Agang,’ said Kylon, his face grim.

‘And I haven’t,’ B’Dang said. ‘He’s still alive. Go check for yourself.’

Kylon nodded at the other Clackdomyn, a tall blonde woman in mail and leathers with a longbow over her shoulder. The woman approached Agang, lifting his chin up and checking his breathing.

She turned and nodded to Keira.

‘He’s yours then, Leah,’ the firewitch said. ‘You can look after him.’

The blonde Clackdomyn tutted, and began to unfasten the straps that bound Agang to the rack.

Keira walked up to Hodang and the girl.

‘And you are?’

‘My name is Hodang Tipoe, madam firewitch. Agang’s chief minister.’

‘We should keep him alive,’ Kylon said.

Keira nodded.

‘And you?’ she said to the girl.

The young princess said nothing, standing still.

‘Can she talk?’ Keira said. ‘Can you talk? What’s the matter with ye?’

‘She is a princess of Sanang,’ Hodang said.

Keira ripped off the veil, revealing the girl’s face. A look of anger and shame rippled across her young features, and the warriors quietened.

‘What’s your name?’ Kylon asked her.

The girl glared at them.

‘Flora!’ Keira called out, and the woman with the white face-paint emerged from the crowd of warriors, who gave her a wide berth, as if they were afraid of her. Behind her walked a Holdings soldier, and Agang blinked at the sight, then realised that the woman with face-paint was also Holdings.

‘We’re going to be looking after this pair,’ said Keira, pointing at Hodang and the girl.

Leah propped Agang up by the rack, and wiped some of the blood from his face
.

‘He could do with a healer,’ she said.

Keira approached them, Kylon and B’Dang following.

‘Don’t give him one,’ B’Dang said. ‘Let him suffer.’

Keira stood over Agang.

‘The war is over,’ she said. ‘Who won?’

Agang gazed back at her, his vision cloudy.

‘Who won?’ she repeated, leaning closer, her eyes flickering, a smirk on the edge of her mouth.

‘You,’ he gasped.

‘That’s right. Me.’

She glanced at Leah.

‘Get him a fucking healer.’
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Killop and Daphne sat by the fire, warming their hands as Karalyn lay asleep in the cot behind them. The cabin was shrouded in shadow, the shutters closed against the chill mountain air.

Daphne took a drink, then put down her mug.

‘There’s something I should tell you,’ she said, ‘before we go back down to the mansion.’

He nodded as she lit one of her cigarettes. A strange habit, one that he had seen the alliance soldiers in town take part in. Daphne had offered him a smoke once, but he had turned it down. He thought it stank, though he hadn’t mentioned this to her.

‘I know you were with Kallie before me,’ she went on, ‘so it’s only fair I tell you about Jorge.’

Killop said nothing, listening.

‘I met him at university,’ she said. ‘He was older than me, and seemed to know everything about Holdings City. I was new there, and he took me out to lots of exciting places. But after a year or so I outgrew him, and by the time I’d been posted to Sanang I’d lost a bit of interest. I didn’t see him for ages and then, when I was in prison, he came to visit 
me. He had sneaked past the guards by pretending to be my brother. But when he saw my arm…’

She frowned.

‘He sounds like an idiot,’ Killop said.

‘He was,’ she said. ‘Still hurt though.’

‘What happened then?’

‘I told him it was over,’ she said. ‘Haven’t seen him since.’

Killop nodded, sipping his ale. He knew he should say something about Larissa, he had rehearsed the words many times, but his tongue refused to obey. Their time together in the mountains had been as near perfect as he could have imagined. An old boyfriend was of no concern to him, but to tell Daphne that he had been sleeping with another woman while she was pregnant and giving birth to his daughter felt like a deep betrayal, one that would sour everything.

He would wait. He would tell her when they got back.
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Killop sat on the low mattress, watching the door to the fort’s outhouse. His fingers drummed against his knee as he waited.

The door opened, and Kallie emerged, her breath misting in the winter air. Her feet crunched across the snow and ice, and she came into the squad’s sleeping quarters. Killop checked again that they were alone.

‘Well?’ he said.

‘You can relax, man-bear,’ she said. ‘It’s started.’

He let out a long sigh.

She sat on the bed next to him, and he noticed the frown on her face.

‘You all right?’ he said.

‘Aye.’

‘You don’t look it. Are you not relieved?’

‘Aye,’ she said. ‘I am. Just wasnae expecting you to be quite so happy about it.
’

‘I do want to have children,’ he said, ‘just not right now. Once we’ve thrown the lizards out of Kell, then maybe we can think about it.’

‘But if we’re sleeping together,’ she said, ‘we have to be ready, just in case.’

‘You’ve been taking the fennel-wort though, aye?’

‘Of course I have,’ she said, ‘but it doesnae always work. My aunt was using it when she got pregnant.’

He put his big arm around her.

‘One day,’ he said, ‘we’ll have a family. I was thinking two sets of twins, maybe three.’

Kallie snorted. ‘Steady on, man-bear. You’re not the one who’ll have to carry them, then go through the birth.’

‘I know,’ he said, ‘but I’ll be there, right by your side for every minute of it. I promise.’
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Killop opened the door to his bedroom and crept in, trying not to wake his parents. He had seen his sister run in, but couldn’t make out where she was in the darkness. He closed the door behind him, and felt his way to the bed. With one hand on the mattress he took a step, then stumbled into something.

‘Ow!’ Keira cried. ‘Ya stupid fanny. Watch where yer putting yir huge feet.’

Killop climbed up onto his bed and lay on his front, his elbows propped up.

‘What happened to you, then?’ he said.

‘Nothing.’

Something in her voice sounded funny.

‘You been crying?’ he said.

‘Fuck off.’

Killop reached over to his table for the lamp. He arced his fingers together, and a spark leapt onto the wick, and the lamp caught. He turned up the flow of oil, and glanced at his sister
.

He gasped.

‘Who did that to you?’

She looked away, trying to hide the cuts on her face, and the dark bruises.

‘Ye cannae tell anyone about this,’ she said.

‘Who did it?’

‘Keep yer fucking voice down,’ she hissed. ‘It was nobody from the village. About twenty bawbags from Milltown jumped me.’

‘You were on your own?’

‘Aye,’ she said. ‘Coming back from running a message for da. They must have been waiting for me. I managed to get a few of the bastards, but there was too many.’

‘They knew who you were?’

‘Of course they fucking knew who I was.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘What the fuck are you sorry about?’ she sneered.

‘If I’d been there,’ he said, ‘I could have given you a spark.’

She shrugged. ‘But you weren’t. So fucking what. It’s not like you should follow me about all day, just in case. Still, it would have been fun to roast those arseholes.’ She paused. ‘Hang on, are you offering to spark for me? I thought you said you’d never do it again.’

Killop stared at her beaten face, her eyes defiant. His heart broke to see his sister hurt, but he knew she was strong enough to get through it.

‘I wouldn’t have stood there and let them do that to you.’

‘Good to know,’ she said. ‘I’ll remember that for next time.’
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Killop strode up the narrow glen, trampling through wet fern and moss, the air cold despite the sunshine peeking through the breaks in the clouds. The noise of the fast flowing burn drowned out all other sounds. He came to a gap in the hillside to his left, where a rockslide had gouged a chunk out of the cliff, and saw a waterfall, the cold stream sparkling in the sun as it tumbled down the rocks
.

‘Is this a real place?’ said Daphne. ‘It’s beautiful.’

He nodded. ‘In the hills above Goatcross. Used to come here a lot when I was young.’

She smiled. ‘Your memories are returning, Killop. For days I despaired, but your mind is slowly repairing itself.’

‘The little girl has helped me.’

‘What?’

‘I see her sometimes,’ he said. ‘She helps me heal.’

Daphne glanced away, a frown on her lips.

Killop said nothing, not understanding why she would object to the child’s presence.

Daphne forced a smile back onto her face.

‘You might be well enough to come back to us soon.’

‘Back where?’ he said.

‘Home.’

He paused. Wasn’t this his home?

‘We miss you,’ she said, kissing his forehead.

She disappeared, as she often did, and Killop continued his walk up the glen.
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The child’s face lit up when she saw him. He smiled back, and got down on one knee so he wouldn’t scare her with his height. The little girl approached, and he looked into her green eyes, recognising them.

He blinked. Did he know this child? She looked like Daphne, a Holdings girl.

The child raised her hand, and a swathe of memories flooded him. More broken threads of his mind were reformed, and his sense of self returned.

He fell to the ground sobbing, and the little girl patted him on the head.
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He stirred, and opened his eyes. He was lying in his bedroom on the top floor of the mansion, looking up at the ceiling. He turned his head, and saw Karalyn playing with a toy figure on the rug close by. Daphne was sitting by an opened window, smoking and gazing out over the valley.

Karalyn let out a cry and tottered to her feet. Daphne turned, and rushed over.

‘You’re awake,’ she said, wrapping her right arm round his shoulder. Karalyn approached the bed, and lifted her hands, laughing.

Killop lay still, feeling Daphne’s hair against his face.

She pulled back, picked up Karalyn, and sat on the bed.

‘How are you?’ she said, her smile receding.

He shook his head, then leaned up, coughing. Daphne slipped a pillow behind his neck to prop him up, and he sank back into it.

‘Do you know where you are?’ she said.

He nodded.

She filled a mug of water, and put it into his hands.

‘You should drink,’ she said. ‘You must be dehydrated. It’s been hard work getting water into you while you were unconscious.’

He took a sip, soothing his dry, cracked tongue. He took a bigger gulp, sensing for the first time how thirsty he was. He drained the mug, and put it back down onto the side table.

‘Do you remember what happened?’ she said.

Did he?

He paused, frowning. An image of Daphne, drunk and shouting at him, flashed through his mind.

‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘I’m sure it’ll all come back in time.’

He felt tired, and closed his eyes, meaning to rest for a moment.
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When he awoke again it was still light, though the shadows in the room had lengthened. Daphne was sleeping curled up on the bed next to him, while Karalyn lay talking to herself in the cot.

He sat up, and drank the full mug of water on the table
.

His legs ached when he tried to move them, but he persisted, knowing it would be worse the longer he left it. He swung them off the bed, and placed his feet onto the rug. He rubbed his thighs as cramps bit hard. He gasped, pulling up his toes until it passed.

When the pain disappeared it was replaced by hunger. His stomach rumbled and growled, and he scanned the room. On the big table by the window a plate was sitting, with leftovers on it. He braced himself, and stood. His joints screamed in agony, and he grimaced, remaining still. He reached out with one leg, wriggling his toes, and began walking to the table. When he had made it as far as the cot at the end of the bed he halted, sweat rolling down his cheeks. He glanced down to see Karalyn standing, her hands gripping the top of the cot.

Before he could blink, she was in his head.

Instead of pain, this time was more like his dreams. She filled his thoughts, with love and a desire to please. She repaired more damaged strands in his mind, laughing.

He bowed his head under the weight of it, catching sight of Daphne, lying asleep on the bed. In a flash, Karalyn sensed his thoughts, and he found himself in Daphne’s mind. It took him a moment to understand where he was, but he stayed quiet, and watched as the Holdings woman dreamed.

This is what it must be like for her, he thought, when she looks into someone’s mind.

Then he was back in his own head, alone. He opened his eyes. Karalyn was smiling at him.

‘Dada,’ she said.

He stared at her.

Until that moment, Killop had never loved his daughter. He understood he was supposed to, and wanted to, but he found that he couldn’t turn it on like a lamp. She was beautiful, she was adorable, but she didn’t feel like his own blood.

Now, as they gazed at each other, he realised that he loved her. Not an ordinary love, but a love that consumed. Her green eyes bore 
through him. His daughter. His girl. He would never let anyone hurt her.

She seemed to pick up on his thoughts, and he felt a surge of happiness flow through him. He picked her up, and she cuddled into him.

He heard an intake of breath, and turned. Daphne was sitting up on the bed, watching them.

She smiled. ‘You look good together. But we need to talk.’

He nodded, and placed Karalyn back into the cot. He hobbled to the table, picked up the plate of half-eaten food, and returned to the bed.

‘I was meant to protect you from her,’ Daphne said. ‘I can’t do it. She’s broken through every defensive web I’ve woven around you. The last one, that I set up a couple of hours ago when you were sleeping, I thought would do it, but then I wake up and she’s back in your head.’

She lit a cigarette.

‘Maybe she healed your mind in such a way that made it easy for her to come and go as she pleases. If Kalayne were here, he might know what to do, but she’s moved past my abilities.’

Killop turned to glance at Karalyn, who was sitting in her cot, playing with her toy figure.

‘Your two minds are linked now,’ Daphne said.

She waited for a moment, but Killop said nothing, eating the bread from the plate.

‘Anyway,’ Daphne went on, ‘this means we have a problem.’

He turned to look at her.

‘I told Bridget,’ she said, ‘that I’d be able to protect everyone from Karalyn. I had to tell her that, otherwise she might not have allowed us to stay here. After what happened to you, I’m not surprised Bridget reacted the way she did. But her condition for letting us stay, and not telling anyone else about Karalyn’s powers, was that I protect everyone, and I can’t.’

She bowed her head, and for a second Killop thought she was going to cry.

‘So,’ she said, ‘do I tell Bridget the truth? Or do I lie to her?
’

Killop frowned. Bridget. He knew she was important to him, but the details were hazy.

‘Please say something, Killop,’ Daphne said. ‘Even a grunt will do.’

Killop grunted.

Daphne sighed. ‘If I lie to her, you’ll have to lie as well. But if I tell her the truth, we’ll probably have to leave, maybe go back up to the cabin on the mountain, where everyone will be safe from our daughter.’

Daphne stubbed out her cigarette.

‘That might not be so bad, actually,’ she said. ‘I don’t think anyone here likes me, aside from Bridget, and I’m on borrowed time with her. Not that I really care to be honest, but I might get some peace up there.’

She leaned over and filled the mug with water, Killop watching her lithe figure as she stretched close to him. She sat back down on the mattress, and handed him the mug.

‘Drink,’ she said. ‘You need to be knocking back mug after mug for a few days. And I’ll get some proper food sent up. Anything you want?’

He shrugged.

She sighed again. ‘Are you able to speak,’ she said, ‘but just don’t want to?’

He felt like he had forgotten how.

She put a hand out and touched his arm.

‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘I should be happy you’re awake, not complaining. I know you need time but, you know, it’s frustrating, talking to myself.’

He tried to smile, but had no idea how it looked to her.

‘I’ll tell Bridget the truth, then,’ Daphne said, ‘and take the consequences. I won’t bother asking Bedig if he wants to come, he’s fallen for Bridget in a big way, and I doubt he’d be willing to leave her side. What about you?’ She smiled at him. ‘Will you visit us in the cabin?’

He drank the mug of water.

‘If they send you away,’ he said, ‘I’m going with you. You’re my family now.’

Daphne half-laughed, half-sobbed, and flung her arm around his 
neck. They kissed, and the touch of her lips made him feel more alive than he had in a long time.

Karalyn let out a squeal, and they pulled apart, grinning at each other like children.

‘Do you want to get married?’ she said.

‘I do.’
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Bridget’s mouth opened when she saw him, and she ran into his arms, almost knocking him over.

‘Careful,’ he laughed. ‘I’m still fragile.’

‘Fucking Pyre’s arsehole, Killop,’ she said, her head buried into his shoulder. ‘Thank fuck you’re all right.’

He put his hand onto the table by the window to steady himself, as Bridget untangled her arms.

‘Daphne told me you woke up yesterday,’ she said. ‘Can’t blame her for wanting you to herself for a day before letting the rest of us know.’

Killop sat by the table, and poured himself some water.

Bridget sat across from him.

‘So you’re protected now?’ she said.

‘Aye.’

‘Karalyn won’t be able to do that again?’

He shook his head.

‘She put you in a coma for days,’ Bridget said. ‘We all thought you were going to die, or that you’d never wake up. Even Daphne was despairing, I could sense it, but I kept giving her more time to fix you, and she did it.’

She gazed at him.

‘You are fixed, aren’t you?’

‘I think so, Bridget. Some memories are still hazy, and my body’s weak, but I’m all right.’

She pursed her lips. ‘Okay. Fuck knows when you’ll be able to go back to work, but I think you need to let more folk see you. Daphne’s 
been watching the door like a mountain bear guarding her cubs, and since she had that row with Draewyn, she’s not let anyone in.’

‘She fought with Draewyn?’

‘Aye. It was about Daphne smoking in here, with you and the baby. She made Daphne open the window. Got a bit nasty.’

‘What about Bedig?’

Bridget flushed. ‘What about him?’

Killop frowned. ‘Are you and him…?’

‘Aye, well, maybe,’ she said. ‘Aye.’

‘About time. But what I meant was, where was Bedig when this was happening? Was he not standing up for Daphne?’

‘He was too busy playing with Karalyn,’ she said. ‘The great oaf’s besotted with that wee lassie. I think Daphne’s taking her to see him just now.’

‘And you?’ Killop asked. ‘Were you standing up for her?’

‘Fucksake Killop,’ she said. ‘Daphne can handle herself, she doesn’t take shit from anyone.’

‘Good,’ he said. ‘We’re getting married.’

‘Alright.’

‘Is that it, “alright”?’

‘You’re starting to get right on my tits,’ she frowned. ‘What’s wrong with you? You’ve no idea the shite I’ve had to put up with since Karalyn turned your brain into mince. And knowing that at any moment she might do the same to someone else just because Daphne gets annoyed at them, and having to keep that a secret, well fucksake. I wouldn’t have covered up for anyone else, you fucking know that, right?’

He sat back into his chair and started to smile, unable to stop himself.

‘Fuck off,’ she said.

He shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, Bridget, maybe I’m not altogether fixed. I know it must have been rough for you.’

She regarded him with suspicion.

‘What’s been going on, then?’ he said.

‘Rahain’s gone to shit,’ she said. ‘Or it’s heading there fast.
’

‘Nothing new.’

‘It’s getting worse, but,’ she said. ‘Laodoc’s big new army marched south to find the rebels, but the Old Free aren’t stupid, they led the army on and on into the mountains, then outflanked them and cut their supply lines. So right now the army is traipsing all the way back with no food, while bands of rebels are wreaking havoc up here. They’ve hit alliance bases, assassinated Holdings priests and members of the government, and get this Killop, they’ve started targeting free Kellach.’

‘The Old Free have come into Slateford?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘Not yet, but they’ve been attacking groups out on the road, and have burned down a few isolated Kellach farms.’

He nodded.

‘Our folk are also getting shit from the New Free.’

‘Who?’ he said.

‘The New Free,’ she said. ‘That’s the name the old Rahain slaves are calling themselves, the ones that worship the Holdings’ Creator. Them and the One True Path are demanding that the Kellach convert to the same faith, or get out of Rahain.’

She caught his eye and held it.

‘Folk are starting to leave,’ she said. ‘Slateford town’s practically a transit camp these days. Small groups are coming in every day from the rest of Rahain, and larger bands of hundreds at a time are setting out, heading home.’

‘I thought this was our home.’

‘So did I, Killop,’ she said, ‘but some folk don’t think it’s safe for us here. They want to be in their own land, where no one will hassle them.’

‘Slateford is our own land.’

‘But for how long, Killop?’ she said. ‘The rebel insurgency is turning into a religious war. Any peasant who doesn’t believe in the Creator is being treated by the New Free as a rebel sympathiser, and many of them have moved out of the capital, leaving before they could be lynched. And every follower of the Creator is on Laodoc’s side, desperate to stop 
the Old Free from enslaving them all again. And we’re stuck in the fucking middle.’

‘But we’re not neutral in this,’ Killop said. ‘We support Laodoc’s government.’

‘But Laodoc aside,’ she said, ‘the rest of the New Free hate us, because we won’t allow missionaries in. They think we’re just as bad as the rebels.’

Killop bowed his head.

Bridget pulled a hip flask from her jacket pocket and took a swig.

Killop sipped his water.

‘How’s everyone else?’

‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Lilyann’s still mental, she’s turned her room into a shrine to the fucking Creator, and she’s even stopped boozing. Draewyn’s got a wasp in her hair about Daphne. I think deep down she just doesnae like Holdings folk, or any other folk for that matter. Kalden’s exhausted, trying to keep order in Slateford town.’

‘And Bedig?’

‘Hung like a donkey.’

Killop grimaced. ‘Are you trying to put me back into a coma?’

She grinned, sipping from the flask.

‘He treating you all right?’ he asked. ‘I heard a few stories about what he got up to in Plateau City.’

‘I’m not a bairn,’ she said. ‘I know what he’s like. We’re just having a bit of fun.’

‘Fair enough.’

‘So,’ she said. ‘You’re getting married.’

‘Aye.’

‘Well,’ she said, ‘as your herald, I’ll organise the biggest fucking party Slateford’s seen. Nothing like a chief’s wedding to cheer folk up.’

‘I think Daphne was hoping for something low key.’

Bridget laughed. ‘Then I guess you’d better break the news to her.’
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A large rat ran across the road in front of them, before scampering into a boarded-up tenement block, its bricks crumbling and sagging.

Jayki swore.

‘Stop worrying,’ said Shella.

‘I’m not happy about this trip, miss,’ he said. ‘We should have brought guards with us. This area’s not safe.’

‘It’s just poor,’ she said. ‘Doesn’t mean the people living here are all criminals.’

He shook his head. ‘I’m from a poor district,’ he said. ‘This is different. Rotten.’

They paused to allow a bent-over old woman pushing a cart to pass them on the narrow pavement between the tenements and a slime-covered canal.

Jayki wrinkled his nose.

Shella noticed several pairs of eyes watching them from the broken windows of a dilapidated tenement on the other side of the water. More street children, abandoned and feral. She had seen groups of them on 
her tour through Arakhanah, squatting in deserted districts, living off the enormous garbage dumps that bordered the slums.

‘Not far to go,’ he said, as they began walking again.

‘Thanks for finding them for me,’ she said. ‘Didn’t realise it would be so hard.’

‘Would have been easier if they hadn’t changed their name. They didn’t want to be found.’

‘You want me to turn round? I can’t come all the way to Arakhanah and not visit them.’

‘I don’t like all the sneaking about,’ he said. ‘What if someone sees you?’

She pulled the hood further over her face.

They halted at a tenement, one of a few on the street where most windows weren’t boarded up.

‘Here we are, miss,’ Jayki said. ‘Are you sure you…?’

Shella snorted and barged past him, pushing the door open and entering a shadowed stairwell.

‘Which floor?’ she said.

‘Fifth.’

She nodded, and began climbing, Jayki following in silence.

Shella was out of breath by the time they reached the correct floor. Jayki shook his head at her, and began reading the nameplates attached to the four apartment doors.

‘This one,’ he said.

Shella walked over.

‘Yalopo?’ she read. ‘What kind of stupid name’s that to choose? Noliyalopo? I can’t even say it right.’

She knocked.

After a moment, the door opened a few inches, a thick entry chain across the gap. A face appeared.

‘Hi, Zonnie,’ Shella said.

Her sister’s face froze in a look of terror. She began to push the door shut.

Shella put her foot in the gap. ‘Wait!
’

Zonnie turned, and ran down the dark entrance hall.

‘Shit,’ Shella muttered, glancing at Jayki.

She heard more steps from inside the apartment, then saw Noli charging towards the door. She crashed into it, jamming Shella’s foot.

Shella let out a yell, and fell to the floor.

She rolled over in agony. ‘Ahhh, fucking fuck, my foot!’

Noli unchained the door and came out onto the landing.

‘Get in,’ she snarled, ‘before the neighbours hear you.’

Jayki helped Shella up, and supported her over the threshold. Noli shut and re-chained the door.

‘Follow me,’ she said.

Shella staggered with Jayki’s help, and Noli led them into a small room where Zonnie stood waiting, her hands clasped together, and a forced smile on her face. Their brother Lenni was also there, sitting and looking amused.

Noli pointed at a chair, and Shella fell into it.

‘How dare you come here,’ Noli said, her face red with rage.

Shella took off her shoe and rubbed the sole of her foot, the pain receding.

‘Am I to conclude from this welcome,’ she said, ‘that you won’t be calling me your Highness?’

Lenni let out a snorted laugh, silenced by a glare from Noli.

‘Fate’s idea of a twisted joke,’ Noli said. ‘You, a fucking princess.’

‘You never used to swear Noli,’ Shella said. ‘Sounds weird coming from you.’

‘Yeah, well the death of a husband and four children can change someone.’

Shella fell silent, her mouth open.

‘That right, little princess,’ Noli said. She walked over to a cheap wooden stand, where she uncorked a bottle of spirits and picked up some tiny glasses. ‘Four. Two were taken by cholera, one from an infection when the doctors ran out of medicine, and the other died of starvation. Thymo died in a riot. He was coming home with food and went down a wrong street. Got beaten to death.
’

She approached Shella with a glass, her face steady, but her hand shaking.

‘And,’ Noli went on, ‘our sister Chapu, also from starvation.’

‘The others?’ Shella whispered. ‘Asta, Marru?’

‘Both alive,’ Noli said, sitting. ‘Out working.’

‘Sami’s well.’

‘Of course he is,’ spat Noli. ‘Living the life of a prince.’

She turned to her other sister. ‘For fuck’s sake, Zonnie, sit down.’

Zonnie sat, her expression unchanged, regarding Shella with a base fear.

‘And you,’ Noli said to Jayki, ‘whoever you are, have a drink with us. Celebrate the family reunion.’

‘I need to keep a clear head, miss.’

‘Drink!’ Noli cried. ‘You will drink. Sit.’

Shella nodded at him, and Jayki took a seat.

Noli turned back to Shella. ‘Did you know that Lenni went to see you get crowned? Idiot. I told him not to bother. Half the tenement went along for the free food, and to laugh at you, perched on your fucking throne like a gaudy bird.’

‘I quite enjoyed it,’ Lenni said. ‘She made a nice speech.’

‘Yeah?’ Noli said. ‘Was it about how terribly sorry she was for killing half the population of the city?’

‘The Rahain annihilated the Migration,’ Shella said. ‘I should know, I was there.’

‘But little old you escaped, didn’t you,’ Noli sneered. ‘Then the Holdings made a mockery of justice by rewarding you with a crown instead of the noose. I know which I’d have preferred to see you wear.’

‘I did my best,’ Shella said. ‘My conscience is clear.’

‘You could have stayed. You choose to leave. The sea walls collapsed first, because all of the best flow mages had gone. Then the spawnpools went bad, because there weren’t enough workers to clean them. There was no one to collect the harvest, though that hardly mattered as most rice fields were under the sea by that point. Money became worthless, nowhere would accept it, you had to barter whatever you had for a 
scrap of food. Whole districts, including Brackenwell, were evacuated, and everyone was crammed into the centre of the city. When the food ran out, people started behaving…’

Noli lowered her head for a moment, her eyes half-closed.

‘You couldn’t go outside,’ she went on. ‘Men, women, even children were being killed if they had any food on them. My husband was one of them.’

She took a sip from the glass, and refilled it.

‘I don’t blame the government for selling us out to the Holdings,’ she said. ‘What else could they do? We’d turned into savages. Then the food started to arrive. Great wagons, filled with sacks of cornmeal and flour. Soon a new police force were on the streets, armed with crossbows, and the city calmed down. But no one who was here will ever forget those days.

‘In fact, the one joyful memory I have from then was when I learned of Obli’s death. Just imagine if she’d survived, and the Holdings had made her queen...’

Noli shivered, then glanced at Shella.

‘Did you see how she died?’

‘She took her own life,’ Shella said. ‘I was trying to persuade her to escape with me, but she had already drunk the poisoned water, after watching her spawn die.’

‘Obli had spawned?’ Noli cried. ‘That makes it all the sweeter. It was worth you coming here to know that she had to watch her babies die, her life in ruins, before she met her own end. Just a pity you didn’t do the honourable thing and join her in a suicide pact.’

‘Miss,’ Jayki said. ‘You’re out of line. Shella worked hard to save the Migration, and…’

‘Shut up,’ Noli said.

‘Do you want to come back to Plateau City with me?’ Shella blurted out. ‘All of you?’

The room fell silent.

Shella glanced over at Lenni, who looked confused.

‘I could find you jobs,’ she said. ‘I’m the fucking ambassador. Jobs, 
and somewhere decent for you all to live. Let me do one tiny thing to make your lives better.’

‘To accept this,’ Noli said, ‘I’d have to leave Arakhanah, and that I’ll never do.’

‘Nor I,’ said Zonnie. ‘I couldn’t bear to live in the same city as you.’

Shella glanced back at Lenni.

‘No, Shella,’ he said. ‘You might live in a palace, with servants bowing to you, and your food served on silver plates, but here at least we have a community, friends. We’ve all lived through something worse than we could imagine. I’d feel like I was deserting everyone if I left.’

Noli narrowed her eyes.

‘What about one of the children?’ she said. ‘Would you take one of my babies if I were to trust you with their future?’

‘Are you serious?’ Shella asked. ‘You’d give up one of your children?’

‘I don’t know,’ Noli said. ‘Maybe I should. My heart would break, but it’s been broken so many times in the last few years that I might be able to bear it. And I always have this.’ She raised her glass.

‘You can’t,’ cried Zonnie, her eyes widening. ‘Don’t think of it.’

Noli hung her head. ‘But Zonnie, maybe I should gamble that at least one of my children has a decent life.’ She looked up at Shella, her eyes cold. ‘Would you do this for me, Shella? If you truly want to help, would you look after one of my sweet babies, feed, clothe and educate them? Would you love them?’

Shella stared at her. ‘Yes.’

Noli laughed. ‘You’d make a terrible parent. No, it was a stupid idea.’

She stood, and walked over to the window, where a small grimy pane looked down over the street.

Shella glanced at Jayki, who eyed the door.

Noli turned. ‘Wait here,’ she said, then left the room by a side door.

‘Where’s she gone?’ Shella said.

‘Kids’ bedroom,’ Lenni said.

Shella gulped.

‘Ha,’ Lenni said. ‘You look terrified.’

‘Shut up.
’

They sat in silence for a few moments.

Jayki coughed. ‘Miss…?’

The side door opened and Noli re-entered, carrying a pack and leading a small boy by the hand.

‘This is Thymo,’ she said, as the boy stared at Shella. ‘Named after his dad.’

‘Hello,’ Shella said.

‘He’s quiet for a five year old,’ Noli said, putting the pack down, ‘but he takes everything in…’ Her voice cracked, and she sobbed. She got down on her knees and embraced the boy.

‘This is Auntie Shella,’ she said. ‘She’s going to look after you. She’s going to take you to a beautiful place, where you’ll be happy.’

‘Don’t do it, Noli,’ Zonnie said, standing by her sister, laying a hand on her shoulder.

‘I have to,’ she said, stroking the boy’s hair.

Thymo remained quiet, eyeing Shella.

Noli stood.

‘Swear to me,’ she said to Shella, ‘that you’ll do your best for him, that you’ll protect him with your life.’

‘I swear it.’

‘Then go,’ Noli said. ‘Now, before I lose my nerve.’

Shella stood, and reached out her hand to Thymo. The boy stared up at her, then took hold of her fingers.

‘Good bye, my sweet baby,’ Noli said, tears streaming down her face. ‘I will see you again one day.’

‘No, Noli,’ Zonnie cried. She lunged forward to grab Thymo, but Noli restrained her.

‘Lenni,’ Zonnie shouted. ‘Help me!’

‘It’s up to Noli,’ he shrugged. ‘One less mouth to feed, and let’s face it, that boy’s the least likely to thrive out of all of them.’

‘Fuck you,’ Zonnie yelled, her eyes welling.

Noli pushed Zonnie to the side, and ushered Shella, Jayki and Thymo through the front hall of the apartment. She opened the door and pushed them out, slamming it shut behind her
.

The three of them stood and stared at the closed door, listening to the sound of weeping from within.

‘Well,’ said Shella, ‘that didn’t go exactly how I expected.’

She took the boy’s hand.

‘Come on Thymo, let’s get out of here.’
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Shella rubbed her temples, her head aching from the raw alcohol she had drunk at Noli’s house. She got up from the sofa and began throwing her things into a trunk, keeping half an eye on the boy, who was sitting in an armchair, watching her in silence.

‘We’re beginning a long journey tomorrow,’ she said. ‘You’ll see a lot of new things on the way.’

The boy said nothing.

‘I’ve got someone out buying you new clothes for the trip,’ she went on. ‘I hope you like them.’

She cringed, sure she must sound like a phoney.

‘Just wait till you try chocolate,’ she said. ‘You’ll love it. And you’ll meet new friends. There’s a little Rakanese school in the Old Town of the city or, you know, if you want we can get a tutor. What would be better, do you think?’

Thymo continued to stare at her.

‘Look,’ she said, ‘we’re not going to get very far if you won’t speak to me.’

‘I want to go home,’ he said.

‘We’re going to a new home.’

‘I don’t want to go with you, I want to go home.’

‘Tough shit, little man,’ she said. ‘You’re stuck with me.’

Thymo’s lip trembled for a moment, then he hardened his face and looked away.

She gazed at him.

Noli had made a terrible mistake. She wasn’t cut out for this
.

He was kind of cute though, with his dark hair, big sappy eyes, and constant frowning. She was reminded of Kylon, and smiled.

‘You hungry?’

He glanced at her, then turned away, trying to hide his interest.

She leaned over and pulled a bell-rope, and within seconds a porter was wheeling a trolley into the grand quarters where Shella had been residing since she had arrived in the city.

‘Thanks,’ she said, as the porter left.

She removed the covers from the plates, allowing the aroma to drift through the room.

‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Eat.’

Thymo got up, and walked to the trolley, his eyes darting over the contents of the plates and bowls.

‘One small compensation of living with a princess,’ she said. ‘Good food.’
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The following morning Shella sat back and relaxed as porters lifted her heavy trunks, carrying them downstairs to where a line of carriages waited. Thymo sat opposite her, drinking fruit juice.

She wondered if Noli would appear at the last minute, crying out that Shella was kidnapping her child, and it had all been an elaborate plan for revenge. She shook her head at her paranoia, and instead started thinking of all the adjustments to her life she was going to have to make. Poor boy, she thought, stuck in the same house as Sami and Kalayne.

‘You don’t like me,’ the boy said.

‘What?’ Shella said. ‘That’s not true. I don’t love you. We’ve only just met, and that would be weird. But I’m coming round to you. I’m going to honour the promise I made to your mother, and look after you the best I can.’

There was a knock at the door, and Jayki entered.

‘We might have a problem,’ he said, glancing at Thymo
.

‘What?’

‘Prime Minister Drappo’s waiting downstairs for you.’

Shella sighed. ‘Haven’t we already said our goodbyes?’

Jayki shrugged.

She stood. ‘Come on,’ she said to the boy.

‘Might be best if we leave him here,’ Jayki said.

‘No way,’ she said. ‘You saw how he kept trying to wander off on the way here. I’m keeping him where I can see him.’

‘Fine.’

Jayki turned, and they followed him out, Shella taking the boy’s hand. They went down a flight of stairs and reached the building’s main entrance hall where Drappo stood, surrounded by officials. Shella could see carriages outside, getting ready for their departure.

‘What’s up?’ she said to the prime minister.

‘I see you have brought the boy with you, your Highness,’ Drappo said.

‘Very observant.’

‘Well I’m afraid that his presence has caused a bit of a stir in the government. Some of my more excitable ministers believe you intend to take this boy, whom I believe to be closely related to you, back to Plateau City to be anointed as your successor, a Prince of Arakhanah.’

‘That’s a load of crap,’ she said. ‘I promised my sister I’d look after the boy, make sure he gets a good education and everything. That’s it. He’s not going to be my heir.’

Drappo nodded. ‘But he’s your sister’s son? You must see how that looks to certain people. On one hand it encourages the small but noisy royalist clique who will argue, whether you agree or not, that the boy is a prince already, and should be recognised as one. And on the other, the anti-royalists want me to arrest the boy here and now, as a danger to democracy.’

‘He’s five years old.’

‘It sounds ridiculous to me too, but for some he holds the promise of the future.
’

‘I’m taking him back to the Plateau,’ Shella said, ‘but I’ll sign anything you need me to.’

‘I was hoping you’d say that,’ Drappo said, clicking his fingers.

A clerk walked forward, holding a sheaf of papers.

‘I took the liberty of drawing these up,’ Drappo said. ‘They should help calm things down.’

The clerk held out the papers and a quill for Shella. She took them in her hands.

‘Give me a quick paraphrase,’ she said.

‘In these documents, you swear again that you will not take or recognise any heir to your royal position.’

‘Fair enough,’ she said, signing the bottom of each sheet.

‘Right,’ Drappo said. ‘Let’s get you on your way before there are any more calls for children to be arrested.’

They began walking towards the carriages.

‘I have, as you know,’ Drappo said, ‘gathered a small number of flow mages for you to take back to Plateau City.’

Shella’s heart sank.

‘I know how you feel about this,’ he said. ‘May I remind you that you gave your word?’

‘I’ll do it,’ she said. ‘I’ll deliver them in one piece.’

They walked through the front gates, where six carriages were prepared. Jodie was waiting by one, its door open. Porters were loading the tops of the carriages with trunks, and guards had taken up position on the front bench of each, next to the drivers.

‘Here they are,’ Drappo said, pointing at a small group standing by the carriages. Shella looked them over. Three were elderly, two men and a woman. The fourth figure was much younger, a woman who was staring at Shella as they approached. A guard kept his crossbow trained on her.

‘Three retirees and a criminal,’ Drappo said.

‘A criminal?’ Shella said. ‘What did she do?’

‘Set fire to her parents’ house, killed them both,’ he said. ‘It was this or the noose.
’

Shella noticed the chains on the woman’s wrists and ankles.

‘That’s just fucking great,’ she said. ‘Is that why I’m getting an armed escort?’

‘Partly,’ he said, ‘but mostly to ensure all four mages arrive safely.’

Shella watched as the mages climbed into their carriages. The three older mages got into one together, while guards led the woman into another. Shella reached her own carriage, where Jodie was standing.

‘Here’s where I leave you, your Highness,’ Drappo said. ‘Have a safe journey and all that. Try not to get any mages killed.’

‘I’ll try.’

The prime minister gave the smallest of bows, then turned and began walking back to the building, the crowd of officials following.

She turned to Jodie.

‘Your Highness,’ she bowed.

‘Hi Jodie,’ Shella said. ‘Good to see you again. You have a nice time?’

‘So, so,’ she said. ‘I’ll tell you about it on the way.’ She glanced down at Thymo, as Jayki checked their baggage.

‘This is Thymo,’ Shella said. ‘Thymokanawara.’

Jayki glanced back at them. ‘Not Yalopo?’

‘No way,’ Shella said. ‘The boy’s a Kanawara. He’s family.’

Jodie nodded.

‘Should I bow to him?’ she whispered.

‘No,’ Shella smiled as she climbed into the carriage. ‘At least not until we get back to Plateau City.’

‘Is she serious?’ Jodie asked Jayki.

‘It’s Shella,’ he said. ‘Who knows?’






Chapter 18



Twenty-Five









S

lateford, Rahain Republic – 14
th
 Day, Last Third Autumn


Daphne’s vision soared up into the night sky, and she sighed in exhilaration. She stretched her mind, taking in the pinpricks of light below, where the sleeping villages and hamlets of Slateford Estate lay. A few miles to the north, a dull glow marked the town, where bars and taverns were open for business throughout the night.

She glanced down at the mansion beneath her, where her body slept next to Killop’s. At the foot of the bed was Karalyn’s cot, and Daphne waited a moment. If Karalyn was going to follow her on the night vision, she usually emerged soon after Daphne. She smiled as she sensed her daughter’s vision rise from the cot. It paused, then went into Killop’s head, and Daphne frowned.

As she was debating whether or not she should intervene, she saw Karalyn’s vision rise clear of the mansion. It was dragging another consciousness with it, like a hen leading a chick.


Killop,
 she said.


Am I dreaming?
 he asked. Where are we?



Take a look around,
 she said. Slateford.



I don’t understand,
 he said. How is this happening
?


Karalyn’s presence wound round them, pushing their minds closer together.

Daphne laughed. Our daughter, but I’ve no idea how she’s doing it.



Is this what you do?
 he asked, gazing around. Is this how you use your vision powers to see things?


Kalayne taught me this. Before, I could only do it when I was awake, but he showed me how to control my dreams. He said that Karalyn would be doing it, and I needed to learn if I was going to keep up with her.

Killop paused. So what do we do now?



Let’s see what’s happening in town,
 she said. Come on.


She pushed her powers towards the north, her vision flying over the dark land. Karalyn followed, pulling Killop along, keeping his consciousness close to hers. Daphne paused over the town, watching the people on the streets. Drunks staggered, while new arrivals looked lost. Bored militia chatted by the roadside in the light cast from the open windows of taverns. Hot-food stalls served late night customers bacon rolls and ale, and even from high above, she could sense the life of the place pulse.


I’ve hardly been into town,
 she said. Looks like fun.


As she gazed at the streets, she felt a powerful pull from above, and a spasm of fear rippled through Karalyn.


Daphne,
 Killop cried, something’s wrong. Something’s got a hold of us.


Daphne turned. Karalyn’s mind was being pulled upwards, Killop’s intertwined. The sky seemed to open a hole to an even deeper darkness, a void.


It’s taking us,
 Killop yelled, as he and Karalyn spiralled upwards.

For a second Daphne watched in horror, then sped after them, reaching them and gathering them close.


I need to wake us,
 she said.

What’s happening?

I don’t know.

Their speed increased, until they were hurtling through the air, then everything went black, and Daphne could see, hear and feel nothing. 
She felt a twinge of panic. Where were Killop and Karalyn? She centred her thoughts. She needed to wake up.

Before she could do anything, she realised that she was in someone else’s mind. Not the mind of an ordinary mortal, but a being whose knowledge and power made her feel like a speck of dust caught in a beam of light, tiny and conspicuous.

The being was gazing down on the world, and Daphne could see the whole continent. It looked nothing like a star, she thought. The five points weren’t the same size or shape at all. She relaxed a little as she noticed that the being had not felt her presence.

She closed her eyes, breathed, and woke herself.




[image: ]








She shot up in bed, drenched in sweat, panting. She leaned over the side of the bed and vomited onto the floor, retching up the ale she had drunk during the evening. She wiped her mouth and picked up a jug of water. She turned, and threw half over Killop, and the rest over Karalyn.

The baby screamed, and Killop fell out of bed, crashing onto the floor. Daphne rushed to soothe Karalyn, picking her up and hugging her as she heard Killop cough and grunt. She staggered to the table and turned up the oil lamp, sending a low light through their bedroom. Killop clambered up onto his knees, grasping on to the side of the mattress, his face and hair drenched in sweat and flung water.

Karalyn settled, and Daphne realised that she was asleep in her arms. She smiled, and lowered her back into the cot, replacing her soaking blanket with a dry one. A headache was pounding behind her temples, and she knelt on the ground, mopping up the sick with the wet cover.

She heard Killop get onto the bed.

‘You all right?’ she asked.

He said nothing, but she could hear his ragged breathing. She picked up the vomit-stained cover and dumped it into the laundry tub. She yanked off her nightdress, and threw it in as well
.

‘What the fuck was that?’ said Killop, his voice hoarse.

She pulled a dry nightshirt from a drawer and pulled it on. She saw Killop watching her. She sat on the mattress and took a stick of keenweed from her pouch by the bed.

‘The Creator,’ she said, lighting it.

Killop’s eyes narrowed, but he remained silent.

‘Kalayne warned me,’ she said. ‘He told me that sometimes he could see inside the creator’s mind when he was dreaming. He said it was bound to happen to Karalyn sooner or later.’

Killop shook his head.

‘I’m aching all over,’ he said, ‘like I’ve been in a battle.’

‘Have some of this,’ she said, offering him the weedstick. ‘Helps after using vision.’

He propped himself up onto an elbow, looking at the smokestick.

‘I don’t want to become addicted.’

‘You won’t.’

‘You are.’

‘Yes,’ she said, taking a draw, ‘I am. I’ve taken to it like you lot have taken to drink. It’s made me a better mage. But Killop, one puff won’t make you addicted.’

He paused, then reached out his hand, taking the keenweed. He held it to his lips and inhaled.

‘By the way,’ she smiled. ‘Happy birthday.’
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‘He’s been a right grumpy bastard all morning,’ Bridget said to her as they stood by the edge of the courtyard, watching as tables, chairs, and an outside kitchen were set up.

‘He didn’t sleep well,’ Daphne said.

The opposite was true. Within a minute of smoking the weedstick, Killop had passed out, and slept the rest of the night, while Daphne had lain awake, reliving every detail of their intrusion into the mind of the Creator. Kalayne had assured her that the Creator had never once 
noticed whenever he had looked in upon his thoughts, but a worry persisted that they had been seen.

She sighed, wishing the mad old Kell was with them in Slateford.

‘You all right?’ Bridget said. ‘Draewyn been getting on at you?’

Daphne shrugged. ‘No more than usual, but I don’t listen to what she says so I’m not sure.’

‘That drives her crazy, you know,’ Bridget laughed. ‘That you don’t give a shit.’

‘You’ve done a great job getting the party ready.’

Bridget frowned. ‘I’ve been meaning to say sorry for pushing your wedding back. It’s just that I thought it would be a better idea to have the chief’s birthday first. The clan need to see him, they need to know that he’s fine, and then, in a couple of thirds, you can get married.’

‘This is horseshit.’

‘I know it is,’ Bridget said, ‘but at the same time it’s not. Killop’s the chief of the fucking clan. Him getting hitched is a big thing to Slateford. With all the crap going on outside, we need folk to feel they’re safe here, that we really are a clan. The chief’s wedding, with you all dolled up, and Karalyn decked out as a flower girl, it’ll be braw. I’ll organise a party even bigger than this one. Half the clan will be there…’

‘This is not what I wanted.’

‘As your friend I agree, and feel angry on your behalf,’ Bridget said, ‘but as the Herald of the Severed Clan, I couldn’t give a shit. The moment you accepted the chief’s proposal, all the wedding plans are in my hands.’

‘I proposed to him.’

‘Same difference.’

‘So I’m going to be served up for the whole clan to stare at?’

‘He belongs to them as much as he’ll belong to you,’ Bridget said. ‘If you don’t like it, don’t marry him.’

Daphne sighed and bowed her head.

‘But the wedding won’t be the end of it, will it?’ she said. ‘I’ll be the wife of the chief. I’ll be kissing babies and judging the best marrow competitions at village fairs.
’

Bridget laughed.

‘Back in Brig,’ she said, ‘our old chief’s wife was commander of the Brig army. She was as wide as an ox, and couldn’t run for shit, but by fuck she could swing an axe. I don’t think she ever judged any village fairs.’

‘Maybe you’re right,’ Daphne said. ‘I was thinking of my mother, the wife of a Holder. A proper lady. She didn’t think much of me for going into the army. She would rather I’d worn dresses and learned embroidery, fit to be married off to the younger son from some second rate Holding.’

‘Well, you got out of that,’ Bridget laughed, ‘only to find yourself marrying the chief of a barbarian tribe.’

Daphne smiled. ‘As a noblewoman of the Realm of the Holdings, I was trained for this. I know my duty. I was brought up to expect to be a bride in an arranged wedding, at least here I’m choosing the man. I’ll do it, Bridget. I’ll behave. I’ll play the role of the chief’s wife.’

Bridget nodded. ‘Thanks. Even though you’re not married yet, you’ll be starting today, at Killop’s birthday party.’

Daphne lit a cigarette.

‘And none of that,’ Bridget said, ‘at least not at the table when folk are eating. You know how Draewyn goes on about it.’

‘I’ll try not to punch her.’

‘Not today at any rate.’

‘Don’t worry, Bridget, I won’t spoil the party.’
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Daphne wore what Bridget suggested, and put on her mask of calm confidence as she sat through lunch. She was seated at a long table with the leadership of the clan, to Killop’s left, while Bridget sat on his right. For over two hours a queue of clansfolk filed past the table, giving the chief their birthday greetings.

She spoke only when asked something, which wasn’t often, while she could tell Killop was forcing himself to be genial, trying to smile at 
each person who came forward. He hadn’t said a word while they had got ready, a silence she blamed on the night before. She found it easy to slip into her old familiar role of a noblewoman, and realised that meeting the public made Killop uncomfortable.

After lunch, the high table watched as locals put on acts for them. Children danced and sang, and old men and women chanted long Kellach legends.

Daphne smiled and clapped at the end of one recitation.

‘How you doing?’ she whispered to Killop.

‘Fine.’

Daphne nodded.

She turned to Karalyn, who was perched on a cushion upon a chair. Daphne shook her head. The girl should be in a highchair at her age, yet there she was, sitting at the table like a two year old, instead of not having yet reached the age of one.

‘Mama eat?’

‘Yes, Kara-bear,’ Daphne said. ‘Mummy’s eating.’

Bridget leaned over.

‘That’s the acts finished for now. We can all take a break for half an hour, and get out of everyone’s way while they re-arrange the tables.’

Killop nodded, the relief on his face obvious.

Daphne picked Karalyn up off the chair, and followed Killop down from the podium.

‘I need to get some air,’ he said, walking towards the path that led to the river.

‘All right,’ said Daphne, watching him go.

‘What’s up with him?’ Bedig said. ‘He’s not usually this bad-tempered.’

‘Could you hold Karalyn for a few minutes?’

‘Sure.’

She passed him the child.

‘Thanks.’

She headed off after Killop, smiling at the clansfolk she passed. There was a little path that branched off from the main road, that 
followed the riverbank up the valley towards the waterfalls. She and Killop had taken Karalyn there many times, and she knew it was his favourite place.

As snow started to fall she wished she had taken a thicker coat. Rahain must be the coldest place in the world, though from the way the Kellach talked, it was even colder where they were from.

She spotted Killop ahead on the path, and slowed her pace.

He was leaning against a fallen tree limb, gazing down at the fast-moving stream. The waters were wide but shallow, and tumbled over the rocks. She stood next to him.

After a long silence, she nudged him.

‘I’m freezing up here,’ she said. ‘Do you want to talk?’

He turned to her, his eyes dark.

‘I can’t believe you’re so calm about it,’ he said, his voice rising. ‘How can you be so fucking calm?’

‘I don’t like it when you swear at me.’

He blinked.

‘I’m calm,’ she said, ‘because I don’t see any point in panicking. I’m still trying to work out exactly what happened, but I’m pretty sure we’re not in any danger.’

‘In danger?’ he said. ‘Why would we be in danger?’

‘In case the Creator realised we were eavesdropping on his thoughts.’

‘Shit. That hadn’t even occurred to me.’

‘Then what are you getting worked up about?’

‘The Creator is fucking real, Daphne,’ he cried. ‘Sorry. The Creator is real.’

‘I know.’

‘I know you do,’ he said. ‘You’ve told me. Now, no matter how I say this it’s going to come out wrong, but when you said you’d spoken to the Creator, I believed that you believed it. I mean I didn’t think you were lying or making it up. But…’

‘You thought I was mad?’

‘Hallucinating, maybe.
’

‘So,’ she said, ‘unless we had a shared hallucination last night, you believe it now?’

‘Aye,’ he said, ‘and it changes things. It’s not every day you get proof there’s a god.’

‘He’s not a god,’ she said. ‘I don’t know what he is, but he can’t do anything, except talk to a small handful of the best Holdings mages, and see what’s happening in the world. He has no real power.’

‘He felt powerful to me.’

‘But he seemed to be made of the same stuff as us,’ she said. ‘I mean his thoughts moved in the same way. He didn’t feel, I don’t know… divine.’

He shook his head.

‘I don’t ever want to go through that again.’

‘That’s the first time I know of that Karalyn has seen the Creator’s thoughts. I don’t know how often it might happen.’

‘How could the wee lassie stand it?’

‘She was the only one who didn’t seem bothered by the experience,’ Daphne said. ‘We were both sick and achy, but she was fine. She only screamed because I threw half a jug of water over her, she went back to sleep straight away. Her mage powers must protect her somehow.’

‘Good,’ he said. ‘So what now? Do we let the missionaries in? After all, they’re telling the truth.’ He frowned and shook his head. ‘Do we tell Bridget? Have you told her already?’

‘No,’ Daphne said. ‘I remember the reaction the last time I told people I’d met the Creator.’

‘Aye,’ he said, ‘this is one we should keep to ourselves.’

‘Another secret.’

He nodded. ‘And the missionaries?’

‘The church are liars and the One True Path are fanatics. Kalayne told me that they were planning something. He didn’t know what, but he was trying to find out. And the church wanted me as far away as possible, they didn’t want me messing up their plans.’

‘They fear you.’

She fell silent. Could there be anything that the church was 
planning that was more important than her life in Slateford, with Killop and Karalyn? Was she needed somewhere else?

‘So you think I should keep the missionaries off the estate?’ he said.

‘It’s your decision,’ she said, ‘but I can’t guarantee I’ll be calm if I happen to run into a deacon.’

He smiled. ‘Me neither. I nearly lynched that Millar when I caught him.’

They shared a glance.

‘Come on,’ she said, brushing the snow off her coat. ‘We’d better be getting back.’

He took off his thick cloak and wrapped it round her shoulders.

‘You need it more than I do,’ he said. ‘Soft northerner.’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Do barbarians not feel the cold because they’re so hairy?’

‘We’re too savage to care about a bit of snow.’

Daphne shook her head as they began walking down the path. ‘Winter in the Holdings would probably be too hot for you, and you’d melt in summer.’

‘I’d just have to walk around naked.’

‘My mother might have something to say about that.’

‘Something complimentary, I hope?’

‘Maybe after she’d stopped screaming.’

He took her hand, and they kept going, the snow falling thicker around them.
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Bridget was frowning when they returned to the courtyard in front of the mansion, although Daphne wasn’t sure if it was due to the snow, or the fact that she and Killop were late. Lines of tables had been set out on the edges of the square, leaving a large open space in the centre. Fires had been built in each corner, and were roaring up into the snowy evening, the sky darkening overhead. Musicians were strumming and 
tuning their instruments, and ale was being served from a long bar next to the mansion.

Bridget led them to the head table, where they were seated next to Bedig and Karalyn. At once, food was served.

Unlike the luncheon, where alcohol consumption had been restrained, Daphne noticed that the Kellach were drinking copious amounts. Men and women were draining great mugs of golden ale, and the volume of conversation was drowning out the noise from the musicians.

A serving boy asked Daphne what she wanted to drink.

‘Do you have any of that gin?’

‘Brodie’s gin?’ Killop grimaced. ‘You tasted it?’

‘I quite liked it,’ she said. ‘But on second thoughts, I did get very drunk…’ She looked at the boy.

‘An ale, please,’ she said. ‘A weak one.’

The boy nodded and ran off to the bar.

As the snow got heavier, canopies were erected over the tables, and Daphne was glad she had Killop’s cloak wrapped round her to keep out the cold. They ate, and drank, and the Kellach grew louder and more boisterous. The musicians started playing, and soon groups were up dancing and singing, while the snow fell around them.

‘This is better than lunch,’ Daphne said to Killop. ‘I must admit, I was a bit bored.’

‘Aye,’ he said. ‘We like to get the formal stuff out of the way early, so when dinner begins we can all just relax, and nobody has to worry about making a speech or anything.’

‘And Draewyn hasn’t annoyed me once.’

Killop nodded. ‘I had a word with her.’

‘You didn’t, did you?’

‘I couldn’t let her speak about you like that.’

‘Thanks for sticking up for me,’ she said, ‘but I can handle Draewyn. Now she’ll think I actually care what she says.’

‘Maybe you don’t, but I do.
’

She felt a wave of tiredness come from Karalyn. Bedig glanced at her.

‘She’s getting sleepy,’ he said. ‘Do you want me to take her in?’

‘Thanks Bedig.’

She leaned forwards and kissed her daughter.

‘Nighty-night, Kara-bear.’

Killop came round and held her for a minute, then passed her to Bedig, and they watched the Brig man carry her away.

‘I envy him,’ Killop said in a low voice as he sat back down.

‘You’re the one she decided to link minds with,’ Daphne whispered. ‘I think she knows who her father is.’

‘Bedig’s great with her.’

‘Bedig is that way with everyone,’ she said. ‘He’s naturally cheerful and good-natured. That’s why so many girls chase after him.’

‘But not any more, I hope?’

‘We’ll see.’

Kalden came over to the table, and caught Killop’s attention. Daphne nudged him, signalled that she was going for a smoke, and stood. She dodged the serving boys and girls, and the more enthusiastic dancers, and made for a patch of trees near the gardens to the north of the courtyard.

Taking shelter under the bare branches of a tree, she lit a small stick of keenweed, and watched the festivities.

‘What did you really do, Daphne?’

‘What?’ Daphne said, turning. ‘Oh, it’s you Lilyann. You’re not on about the Creator again are you?’

‘I need to understand,’ the young mage said, coming forward.

‘Why?’

‘If the Creator loves everyone, then what did you do to make him hate you?’

‘Does he hate me?’ Daphne said. ‘Or is it the One True Path that hates me?’

‘Deacon Millar said that the Creator had spurned you.’

‘Did you know,’ Daphne said, taking a draw, ‘that the church has 
made it illegal for anyone to marry or have a relationship with someone from another race? They say it’s wrong, that Holdings should stick with Holdings, Rahain with Rahain, and Kellach with Kellach. Now, laying aside what business it is of the church who people sleep with, did this new law come from the Creator, or the Lord Vicar?’

‘It must have come from the Creator, I suppose.’

‘So why is it a new law? If the Creator is all wise, it would have always been wrong. Why has he changed his mind?’

Lilyann paused, her eyebrows furrowed. ‘Karalyn?’

Daphne shrugged. ‘Whatever the reason, do you think someone should go to prison for loving the wrong person?’

‘I don’t know,’ Lilyann said. ‘I’ve never met anyone from Rakana, but I’ve heard they look pretty weird. And I can’t ever see a Kellach getting together with a Rahain or a Sanang. Maybe we’re not meant to interbreed.’

‘I reject that,’ Daphne said. ‘No one tells me who I can or can’t love. And no one can tell me that Karalyn’s life is worth less than anyone else’s.’

‘I’m confused,’ Lilyann smirked. ‘You know the Creator is real, and you reject what he says?’

‘You’re damn right I do,’ Daphne said. ‘He’s got no more say over my life than you or anyone else.’

‘You’re putting your soul in danger.’

Daphne snorted. ‘My soul?’ She shook her head. ‘A bedtime story that the church invented to control the peasants. Suffer in this life, do what you’re told, and everything will be great in the next.’

‘You’re a liar.’

Daphne straightened. ‘Steady,’ she said. ‘Just because we disagree, doesn’t mean I’m lying. I’ve been having debates about the Creator all my life. With my family, at university. I’ve met lots of enthusiastic believers. You though, I think are just rebelling.’

‘What?’

‘Where I’m from,’ Daphne said. ‘To rebel meant to go out to parties 
and get drunk. But here, to rebel means to give up drinking, never go out and stay in all the time praying.’

‘You don’t know me,’ Lilyann said. ‘Deacon Millar was right, you’re an evil cow.’

She turned and walked away through the snow, which was lying thick on the ground.

Daphne sighed, her breath forming a cloud. She wasn’t making many friends. She dropped the end of the smokestick, and trod on it.

She heard a loud yell from the front of the mansion.

‘You fucking prick!’ screamed Bridget.

Daphne hurried towards the mansion. The noise from the party was echoing round the courtyard, and no one else seemed to have noticed Bridget’s cry. The keenweed, she smiled, it had its uses.

Light was shining through the big bay windows at the front of the building. On the steps, Bridget and Bedig were rowing. As Daphne approached, Bridget swung her arm and punched Bedig on the chin. He slipped and fell back, landing in the snow.

‘Oww, Bridget,’ Bedig yelled. ‘I didn’t do anything!’

‘You’re a fucking arsehole,’ Bridget said. She paused, seeing Daphne.

‘What did he do?’

‘I went looking for him,’ she said. ‘Found the dipshit in the mansion, groping some blonde lassie, his hands all over her…’

‘I wasn’t!’ Bedig cried, rising to his feet.

‘We’re finished,’ Bridget spat at him. ‘Stay out of my sight. I’m away to get reeking.’

She stormed off down the stairs and disappeared into the snow.

‘I did not deserve that,’ Bedig said, brushing dirt off his clothes.

‘Are you sure?’ Daphne smiled.

‘That lassie in there was all over me,’ he said. ‘I was trying to push her off.’

‘Right,’ Daphne said. ‘You know that cabin up the mountain? Maybe you should think about…’

‘No way,’ he said. ‘I’m staying here. I’m going to win her back.
’

There was a huge crash, as if tables were collapsing, and drunken yells of surprise and mirth.

Bedig winced. ‘There’s a good chance that’s Bridget going mental.’

‘Let’s go see.’

They walked down the steps through the thickening swirl of snowflakes, towards the nearest fire and the sounds of laughter.
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Agang lay in darkness, listening to the rain pounding on the canvas a few feet above his head. He felt the wagon come to a halt, and voices approach.

The flap at the rear was pulled open, sending grey light into the interior where Agang lay. Arms reached in, and he was hauled out, his feet sinking into the thick mud by the gates of a fortress, the rain pelting down upon him. Warriors gathered round, and a hood was tied over his head. His arms were twisted behind his back, and he was bundled through an entranceway, and pushed up a long and narrow flight of wooden stairs. He stumbled in the darkness, landing heavily. Warriors cursed, and pulled him back to his feet. At the top of the flight he heard a door open. He was shoved through, and fell sprawling across the cold wooden floor.

The door was slammed shut behind him.

He raised his hands and ripped off his hood, his eyes blinking into the dim light of a small room.

‘Are you all right?
’

He glanced over, and saw Hodang sitting cross-legged on the floor, shivering in the cold.

Agang nodded, and got to his feet. Seated by either side of the door were the two Holdings he had seen at Broadwater, the woman with the white face-paint, and the older man, their crossbows trained on him. At the other end of the cell crouched the girl. Her face was visible, but she kept her glance down to avoid eye contact.

Agang walked over to a narrow window and stared down at the forest.

‘Anganecht’s old fortress on the Mya,’ he muttered.

‘Yes,’ said Hodang. ‘Though from the state of it, I would guess that it hasn’t been occupied since the old chief was killed in the Plateau last summer.’

‘How long have you been up here?’

‘A couple of hours,’ the old man said. ‘I must have been near the front of B’Dang’s army when it arrived at the river this morning.’

‘It’s good to see you.’

‘And you,’ Hodang said.

‘How long’s it been? I’ve been kept in a covered wagon, and lost track of time.’

‘Well,’ Hodang said, ‘it’s been twenty days since Broadwater fell, and we were separated when the army moved out on the third dawn after that.’

‘Anyone spoken to you?’

Hodang shook his head.

Agang picked up a cup from the floor and stretched his arm out of the window. He waited until it had filled with rainwater, then turned and offered it to Hodang.

‘Thank you,’ said Hodang, sipping. ‘Is anything happening out there?’

‘Just the rain,’ Agang said. ‘And tents, mud and thousands of wet warriors.’

Hodang passed him the empty cup, and he held his arm out into the 
rain again. He glanced down the hill to the banks of the Mya river, where masses of warriors were still crossing.

‘Fifty, sixty thousand?’ Agang said. ‘Too many to count.’

‘Before we left Broadwater,’ said Hodang, ‘I overheard the Clackdomyn man say that every Sanang male had been ordered to assemble.’

Agang shook his head.

He brought the full cup back inside and walked across the cell to the girl.

‘Here,’ he said.

She ignored him.

‘You need to drink.’

The girl shook her head.

‘Suit yourself.’ Agang walked back to Hodang, and sat next to him on the cold floor.

Hodang nodded over to where a small slops bucket sat in the corner of the cell. ‘I’m not sure a princess would be happy about using that in front of strangers.’

‘She’d rather die of thirst?’

Hodang shrugged. ‘She’s probably hoping it doesn’t come to that.’

Agang tutted and shook his head. ‘Stupid girl.’

The door was pushed open.

‘Morning,’ said Leah, entering. The two Holdings guards by the door sat up straight.

Leah wiped strands of wet hair from her face.

‘It’s pishing it down out there,’ she said. ‘Like a summer’s day in Lach.’

‘How can we help you, madam?’ Hodang said.

‘I’m not a fucking madam. I’m the poor bastard who got the job of looking after you arseholes.’

She scanned the room.

‘You cold?’

‘Yes,’ Hodang said.

‘Hungry?’

They nodded
.

‘Right. I’ll sort it. You’ve got visitors coming soon to ask you some questions, better get some food in you first.’

She clicked her fingers, and a pair of Sanang trotted into the cell, carrying blankets and a box of food. Agang noticed that they diverted their glances from the white-faced Holdings woman, and stayed clear of where she sat by the door.

‘And some more seats,’ Leah said.

The Sanang nodded and left, returning a moment later with a stack of wooden chairs.

‘I’ll be back soon,’ Leah said. She left with the Sanang, and closed the door. The Holdings guards relaxed, but kept their crossbows trained on Agang and Hodang.

Agang rooted through the box of food, while Hodang took a blanket for himself, and threw one to the girl, who wrapped it round her shoulders.

Hodang looked at the guards.

‘What are your names?’ he said.

The Holdings glanced at each other.

‘I’m Niall,’ the man said. ‘She’s Flora.’

The white-faced woman scowled at him.

‘What?’ he said. ‘No one told us we weren’t allowed to speak. Way I see it, we’re going to be stuck together for a while. We may as well talk to them.’

The white-faced woman shook her head.

‘Come on,’ Niall said. ‘We get all the shit jobs these days. Guarding these guys is bad enough, but having to keep quiet at the same time?’

‘All that weed, Niall,’ Flora said. ‘It’s messed up your head.’

Agang sat back against the wall, clutching the food he had retrieved from the box. Hodang remained standing.

‘It intrigues me,’ the old man said, ‘to see two Holdings assisting the firewitch. From your uniform Niall, I would guess that you’re ex-alliance?’

‘That’s right.
’

‘Then am I correct in assuming you were in the Rahain capital when the firewitch escaped?’

‘You heard about that, eh?’

Hodang nodded, while Agang sat and ate in silence.

‘Keira pretty much won the war for them,’ Niall went on, ‘and they stabbed her in the back.’

Agang snorted.

‘You got something to say, big fella?’ Niall said, his fingers drumming against his crossbow.

Agang looked up. He wanted to cry out, shout at the stupid Holdings traitor sitting before him, scream that Keira was a war criminal and a savage.

He shook his head.

‘Good,’ said Niall.

Hodang took some bread from the box and sat. ‘Do you know what Keira intends to do with us?’

Niall shrugged. ‘Nah. Though you’d be dead by now if she didn’t have some use for you.’

He looked over at the girl, who hadn’t moved all morning.

‘Hey you,’ he said. ‘You should eat something.’

The girl said nothing.

Niall glanced at Hodang. ‘Is she all right in the head?’

‘I think so.’

Niall squinted at her. ‘What’s your name, love?’

The girl gave him a look of scorn.

‘Girls aren’t named in Sanang,’ Hodang said. ‘She is the widow of Prince Gadang Gabo, that is her title.’

‘Yeah,’ Niall said. ‘I remember hearing some bullshit along those lines. Can’t get my head round it. How can somebody not have a name?’

‘Typical Sanang chauvinistic crap,’ Flora muttered, her white face almost glowing in the dim light of the cell.

‘It is a very outdated tradition,’ Hodang said, making Agang want to get up and punch him.

‘One that you did nothing to change,’ Flora said
.

Hodang smiled. ‘Do you think that B’Dang D’Bang will usher in an era of enlightenment? Do you think he cares about the plight of women?’

‘Doesn’t matter what he thinks,’ Niall said. ‘Keira’s in charge.’

Flora grinned, her face-paint cracking.

‘May I ask, Miss Flora,’ Hodang said, ‘why do the warriors fear you?’

‘None of your business.’

The cell door opened and Leah walked in.

‘All eaten?’

‘She’s not,’ Niall said, pointing at the girl.

‘Leave the food out, she might get hungry later,’ Leah said. ‘First visitor’s here so be on your best behaviour.’ She turned and left the cell, and Kylon entered, holding a sheaf of papers, with maps and lists of figures. Flora and Niall straightened up and fell silent.

He set a chair down in the middle of the room, and Leah closed the door.

‘I want to ask you some questions.’

‘About what, may I enquire?’ said Hodang.

‘About where we’re going.’

‘And where would that be?’

‘The frontier wall.’

Agang glanced up at the black-clad Clackdomyn man. His long dark hair hung like a sheet, partly obscuring his clean-shaven face. He looked young, but his eyes were distant and grim.

Kylon stared at the two Sanang men.

‘Agang Garo,’ he said, ‘you’ve been to the wall, haven’t you?’

‘I’m sure there are many in B’Dang’s army that could tell you all about the wall.’

‘And I’ve spoken to them. I want to hear what you have to say.’

‘You want me to help you?’ Agang laughed. ‘You think I’ll betray Sanang?’

‘We’re bringing the empire down,’ Kylon said, ‘with or without your help. There are over a hundred thousand warriors gathered here. We’ll 
be at the imperial capital in a few thirds, ready to do what you couldn’t last year.’

Agang gasped. ‘A hundred thousand?’

‘Keira is persuasive.’

‘You fools,’ Agang said. ‘I brought peace to Sanang, and you’re destroying it. You only want our warriors as fodder for your mad plans against the empire.’

‘You’ve been deceived.’

Agang fell silent, worried that somehow the Clackdomyn man knew of the fake vision of the war god.

‘How?’ said Hodang.

‘The empire is not benevolent,’ Kylon said. ‘Everything is being ordered to follow the plan of the creator-faith, and its church. A plan that will destroy us all.’

‘And how do you know this?’ Hodang said.

‘I’m in contact with a mage who can see the mind of the Creator.’

Agang and Hodang caught each other’s eye.

‘It doesn’t matter that you don’t believe me,’ Kylon said. ‘Will you help us?’

‘I will,’ Hodang said before Agang could answer. ‘I could draw you a decent map of the whole frontier region, including the positions of the forts on the wall. I also know the best places this time of year for the army to find food supplies during the march.’

Kylon gazed at Hodang, nodding. He stood. ‘I’ll be back when I’ve got some time. We’ll go somewhere, and you can draw out a map for us.’ He turned to leave, then noticed the girl in the corner. He walked over and crouched down to her eye level.

‘What’s your name?’

‘She hasn’t got one, apparently,’ Niall said.

‘I don’t believe that,’ Kylon said. ‘Just because the men didn’t give you a name doesn’t mean you haven’t got one. All that time, stuck in the women’s enclosure. Your mother and sisters, they must have called you something.’

The girl said nothing
.

‘You shouldn’t be in here,’ Kylon went on. ‘You were just in the wrong place when we arrived in Broadwater. Married to the wrong guy. How old are you?’

‘She’s fourteen,’ Hodang said.

‘Be quiet,’ Kylon said. ‘I was talking to her.’

She glanced at him, her eyes narrow.

‘If you need some privacy, let Flora know,’ he said. ‘There’s a bathroom across the hall. She’ll take you.’

He turned to the white-faced woman, who nodded. ‘Sure, boss.’

Kylon stood.

‘My name is Fern,’ the girl said.

Kylon nodded.

Flora laughed. ‘You got her to talk.’

The big Clackdomyn knocked on the door, and Leah opened it. He gave the tiniest flash of a smile to Fern, then left, and the door was closed.

‘So Fern, hello,’ Flora grinned.

‘You’re the white-faced witch,’ Fern said. ‘I’ve heard about you. You have dark powers.’

‘That’s me.’

‘Dark powers?’ Hodang said.

‘Keira made all that shit up,’ Niall said. ‘The face-paint was her idea as well. Worked a treat, the warriors are terrified of her.’

‘Niall!’ Flora cried. ‘These people are our fucking captives, stop trying to make friends with them.’

‘So it’s not true?’ Fern said.

‘No,’ Flora said. She frowned at her colleague. ‘Thanks, Niall.’

A look of relief passed over the girl’s face.

‘This can be our secret,’ Flora said.

Fern nodded.

The door opened again. Leah stood in the entrance, scowling.

‘More visitors.’

She stood aside as B’Dang entered, followed by Echtang.

Agang’s rage boiled up and he clenched his fists
.

‘Think I’ll stay in for this one,’ Leah said.

Flora and Niall raised their crossbows, covering the room. Agang watched them. If he went for B’Dang he would have two bolts in his chest by the time he had risen to his feet.

‘Good morning, prisoners,’ B’Dang crowed. ‘What a fine time to be alive. Your humiliation gives me such pleasure, I get a hard-on just looking at you.’

‘Fuck you, B’Dang,’ Agang growled, his teeth bared.

‘Simmer down,’ Leah said. ‘B’Dang, cut the crap.’

B’Dang grabbed his crotch. ‘One day, Leah, me and you…’

‘If I ever see your cock I’ll rip it off.’

B’Dang laughed. ‘I fucking love Clackdomyn women.’

Leah rolled her eyes.

‘But I’m not here for that,’ B’Dang said. ‘No, I’ve brought along a special visitor.’

He pulled Echtang forward. The young man stood in an awkward pose, his face filled with disgust.

Agang stood.

‘Nephew,’ he said, his clenched fists trembling. ‘What have you come to say?’

‘Uncle,’ Echtang said, ‘you brought this on yourself.’

‘How dare you?’ Agang spat. ‘You little bastard, after all I’ve done for you…’

‘You threw it all away, uncle,’ Echtang said, ‘when you sold out Sanang to the Holdings.’

‘You understand nothing,’ Agang said, edging closer. The two guards raised their crossbows a fraction, and Leah put a hand onto the hilt of her sword.

‘Everything I’ve worked for,’ Agang went on, ‘was for the people of Sanang, to give them a better, more peaceful life. So I entered into an alliance with the other nations of this world, how does that make me a traitor? You’re the traitor, Echtang, you should be ashamed.’

B’Dang watched from the side, smirking.

‘I’m proud of what I’ve done,’ Echtang said. ‘It’s not an alliance 
uncle, it’s an empire. An empire only has one ruler: the emperor, everyone else is a slave next to him. You made the whole nation of Sanang slaves.’

‘I freed the slaves,’ Agang cried.

‘You whored yourself to the Emperor.’

Agang roared and jumped forwards. Leah drew her sword and pointed it at Agang’s neck. He skidded to a halt just as the tip grazed his throat, and froze, his eyes bulging.

‘Back off,’ Leah said.

B’Dang fell into gales of laughter.

Agang took a step back, a trickle of blood rolling down his neck. Echtang was shaking, his eyes wide with fright.

‘They murdered your brother,’ Agang said.

‘He was weak,’ Echtang said, ‘and a fool.’

Agang shook his head. ‘You two were like sons to me. I remember the day I took you into my household. A pair of young, frightened boys, their father dead, their mother, my sister, butchered before their eyes. I swore that day I would look after you. I always knew that you’d grow into a fine man, and you have, but it pains me that you’ve chosen this path, the way of never-ending war and suffering. Once you have invaded the Plateau and won, what then? Will B’Dang be king? Will his rule be better than mine?’

‘They killed my mother because of you,’ Echtang said. ‘You’re right, I was young, but I remember.’

‘You ungrateful wretch,’ Agang sneered. ‘Your mother would hide her head in shame at what you’ve become, were she still alive.’

The young man’s face twisted in rage, and Leah put out her arm.

‘I think this meeting is over,’ she said. ‘Knew it was a fucking bad idea.’

Echtang spat on the floor in front of Agang.

‘I’ve had a splendid time,’ said B’Dang. ‘It’s always nice to see families getting along.’

‘You’re a stirring wee shitebag,’ Leah said. ‘Come on, time to go.’

She opened the door and gestured
.

Echtang turned without a word, and walked from the cell. B’Dang lingered, leering at Agang.

‘I’m going to mould that boy,’ he said. ‘I look forward to breaking him first.’

Agang stood his ground, staring at B’Dang.

‘Move,’ Leah said.

B’Dang mock-bowed, and left, Leah following him out and closing the door.

Agang went to the window, pushing his head out as far as it would go. He closed his eyes as the rain hit his face, and screamed, his voice drowned out by the roar of the storm.

He turned, and slumped to the floor, his back to the wall.

‘You did well, Agang,’ Hodang said. ‘I was sure you were going to hit him or your nephew, and then things might have got very messy indeed.’

‘Fuck you, map-maker.’

Hodang blinked, then nodded.

‘Well I’m glad you stayed calm,’ Niall said, his crossbow across his knees. ‘I would’ve hated having to shoot you. Not sure Flora would have been too bothered though.’

The white-faced witch shrugged.

Niall rummaged in a pocket, and pulled out a weedstick.

‘You’re kidding me, right?’ Flora said. ‘You’re going to spark one up in here?’

‘Yeah. That was heavy as fuck. I honestly thought there was going to be bloodshed.’

Flora nodded. ‘You can never tell when B’Dang’s around, I suppose.’

Niall lit the weedstick, and took a long drag.

‘Is Keira good friends with B’Dang?’ Hodang said.

Niall snorted. ‘I wouldn’t exactly say that…’

‘Shut up, Niall,’ Flora muttered.

‘I was thinking,’ Hodang went on. ‘Keira seems to be the one in charge here, so what does she need B’Dang for?
’

‘Sometimes,’ Niall laughed, ‘I reckon it’s because he amuses her, like a performing monkey.’

‘A rather murderous monkey,’ Hodang said.

Flora growled at Niall.

‘What?’ the Holdings man said.

‘Stop fucking talking to them,’ she said. ‘You’re blabbering like a fool.’

‘Maybe it’s not the talking that’s the problem,’ Hodang said, ‘but the subject matter. Perhaps we should speak about something that we all find agreeable.’

‘Like what?’ Niall said.

‘What’s Keira planning to do?’ Hodang suggested.

Flora shook her head.

‘What about you, Flora?’ Hodang said. ‘Why don’t you tell us about yourself?’

She grimaced. ‘You’re so transparent. Trying to wheedle your way in. I’m not your friend. You’re my prisoner. Right now I have more respect for Agang, at least he’s not toadying up to his captors. Have a little dignity, man.’

Agang laughed, as Hodang flushed in embarrassment.

‘But seeing as you asked so nicely,’ Flora went on, ‘I’m from a little market town in the Holdings, on an estate called Hold Cane. I’m the youngest of three daughters, and while my sisters were learning the family business, I joined the cavalry. If I’d been born in this shithole country, I would have been stuck inside an enclosure with all the other girls, and some man would have decided what happened to me. In the Holdings, I used to complain that girls were treated unfairly. “Why is the prophet always a man?” I would ask. But that was before I came here. Never mind Keira, here’s a little hint of my plans. Once we smash through that wall, I am never coming back to Sanang.’

‘Me neither,’ Niall said, his eyelids sagging. ‘I’ve never been anywhere so fucked up.’

‘Will you go back to the Holdings?’ Fern said
.

Flora turned to her. ‘Probably. I don’t know what’ll be left of Plateau City by the time Keira’s finished with it.’

‘I wish I could come with you.’

Flora raised an eyebrow, and shook her head.

‘Let’s just concentrate on being guards and prisoners.’

The hours passed, the rain continuing all day. Niall smoked another weedstick, his eyes heavy, while Flora watched them like a bird of prey. Fern got up and approached her.

‘Miss,’ she said, then whispered something in her ear.

‘Yeah, sure,’ she said, standing. ‘Give me a chance to stretch my legs.’

She kicked Niall. ‘Stay awake.’

He grunted. Flora walked Fern to the door, and opened it.

Agang tensed, sensing an opportunity, but relaxed as Leah came in to replace Flora.

‘How’s it going, boys?’

‘Comfortable enough with these blankets, thank you,’ Hodang said.

‘I’ll get more food for you soon. Did the girl eat?’

‘Eventually,’ Hodang said. ‘I could hear her stomach rumbling from here.’

She looked at Agang. ‘How about you? Calmed down?’

Agang shrugged.

‘Good enough,’ Leah said, then sighed. ‘Pyre’s arsehole, I hate having to baby-sit you wee fuckheads. Everyone’s getting hammered tonight, and I have to stay here.’

She sat.

‘How long have you known Keira, Miss Leah?’ Hodang said.

She squinted at him. ‘Fucking long enough. What about you? I hear you’re thinking of flipping over to our side. If we’ll take you, that is.’

Hodang bowed his head.

‘You want the truth? I’m scared. Scared of being tortured or losing my life. I know what B’Dang’s like, he’s a killer. I want to live, I admit it, but part of me says if Keira is going to invade the Plateau, and I’m coming along for the ride, then I want to see the job done properly, and 
I know I could be useful for that. I’ve already organised one invasion, I know what I’m doing.’

Agang shook his head. ‘You’ve forgotten all loyalty to me, haven’t you? You just suck up to whoever’s in power.’

Hodang smiled, though his eyes were cold. ‘You were king for less than eight thirds. Over in a flash, really. Still, we did some good work together. Freeing the slaves, for instance. I was opposed at first, but in the end I had to agree it was a good thing we did.’

Agang felt an urge to strike the old man, but bit his lip and bowed his head. Hodang had made up his mind. Who was he to blame him for it? An eight-thirds king. A joke.

He heard the door open and footsteps enter.

‘Let’s make this fucking quick.’

Agang looked up to see Keira striding into the cell, Kylon behind her.

‘Hodang,’ Keira said, stopping in the middle of the room. ‘Get up.’

The old man stood.

‘I hear you’ve the makings of a right wee traitor.’

‘I serve Sanang,’ Hodang said, straightening his spine.

Keira laughed. ‘So what do you think of us attacking the empire?’

‘I confess,’ he said, ‘that I didn’t understand all that Kylon said to us, about a plan made by the god of the Holdings, that would destroy us, but I’ve no love for the empire. I regret the day we agreed to the Emperor’s demands, but I admit we thought we were doing the right thing at the time. We were mistaken, and I’d like the chance to make up for that mistake.’

Keira turned her head. ‘Kylon?’

‘I’m minded to say aye.’

‘Me too,’ Keira said. ‘Right, Hodang, you’re out of here. Come and stand by me.’

Hodang grinned and moved close to Kylon, just behind Keira.

‘Agang,’ Keira said, then paused as the door opened. Flora came in, leading Fern by the arm
.

‘Ah,’ said Keira. ‘I’d wondered where you’d got to, my wee white-faced witch. Off to the bog, were ye?’

Flora nodded. She started to escort Fern back to her old position by the far wall.

‘Wait,’ Keira said.

Flora and the girl turned.

‘Fern, aye?’ Keira said.

The girl nodded, and started to tremble.

Keira smirked. ‘Kylon put in a word for you. If you want, I could assign you as the squad’s runner, the one who gets all the shit jobs. You’d have to promise that you won’t run away, and swear that you’ll be faithful.’

Fern’s jaw opened, and she stood frozen.

Flora laughed. ‘She might need a minute to process that.’

A soft sound came from by the door.

‘Who the fuck’s making that noise?’ Keira said. She turned to her right, and saw Niall sitting, snoring in his chair.

She whacked the side of his head with the back of her hand.

‘You been smoking again?’

‘Only a bit, boss, sorry,’ he said, rubbing his cheek.

‘Right everybody, outside,’ Keira said. ‘I want a moment alone with the ex-king.’

Agang watched as the others filed out of the room, until only the firewitch was left.

She sat on a chair, smirking at him.

‘You don’t even know what you’re destroying,’ he said.

Keira snorted. ‘Fern and Hodang can get out of this cell, but you’re staying a prisoner.’

He said nothing, watching as she took out a smokestick and lit it.

‘Could I have some of that?’

She frowned, but drew another out from the pack for him. She lit it off her own, and passed it over, her arm out-stretched.

‘Thanks.
’

‘You’re probably wondering why I haven’t killed you,’ she said as they smoked.

Agang nodded.

‘I admit,’ she said, ‘it’s partly to piss off B’Dang. He fucking hates you, and he’s been begging me to let him cut you up into small pieces. It’s funny to watch his face when I tell him no.’

‘I’m alive because it gives you amusement?’

‘Aye,’ she grinned. ‘More importantly, though, I want you to watch me attack the Plateau. You had a go, and you fucked it up. Time to learn how it should be done.’

She stood.

‘We’re moving out in the morning,’ she said. ‘You’re a very lucky guy. I’ll make sure you get an excellent view when we get to the frontier wall, so you can see me in action.

‘And believe me,’ she winked. ‘You won’t want to miss that.’
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Killop’s boots crunched on the gravel surface of the road. The sun was shining through a gap in the thick clouds, and a chill mountain wind scoured the valley. He turned a corner and heard the sound of children playing. Loud squeals echoed through the trees, and he walked into a clearing, where the nursery had been built. There was still snow on the ground after the heavy fall on his birthday six days before, and the Kellach children were running through it, laughing.

He caught sight of Draewyn, who was chatting to a few other supervisors.

They fell silent as he approached, although one or two smiled at him.

‘Good morning,’ he said.

‘Morning, Chief,’ said Draewyn. ‘What can we do for you?’

‘Wondered if you had five minutes.’

‘Sounds serious,’ she said, glancing at the other nursery staff.

‘Can we go inside for a moment?’

‘Aye, Chief,’ she said. ‘This way.’

He followed her into the big timber hall and through a door to her small office
.

‘I think you know what this is about,’ he said, as she sat behind her desk.

‘Honestly, I have no idea.’

He smiled. He wasn’t going to get angry, he told himself. He sat.

‘Will we start with why you’ve stopped attending our morning meetings?’

She pursed her lips. ‘I’ve been so busy, and if I can speak frankly, I’m not sure what the point of them is.’

‘You don’t have to attend every one,’ he said, ‘but it’s been six days. You’ve not even sent a deputy, which you agreed to do if you were too busy to come.’

‘I don’t think it’s right to force anyone to go.’

‘Force? Come on, it’s a meeting, not a battle. Bridget works her arse off to arrange everything. The least you could do is send someone, if you can’t be bothered coming yourself.’

She glared at him.

He paused, and took a breath.

‘Is there another reason?’

‘What do you mean?’ she said.

‘It’s not just the meetings, is it? You’ve been avoiding us.’

‘Who’s “us”?’

‘Me. Bridget.’ He paused. ‘Daphne.’

Draewyn’s eyes narrowed.

‘Daphne,’ he said. ‘That’s what I thought.’

Draewyn said nothing.

‘You holding a grudge?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘You just don’t like her, then?’

‘I’m sure she’s a lovely girl,’ she said. ‘And I’ve tried, Chief, I honestly have. But you can’t make me sit in the same room as her, it’s not fair.’

‘What?’

‘And I’m not the only one who feels that way,’ she said, her features hardening. ‘Many of the lassies here are scared of her. How can I ask them to go to a meeting when she’ll be there?
’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘She reads minds, Chief,’ Draewyn said. ‘No one’s thoughts are private when she’s there. When you’re with her your mind goes blank, and all you can think about is that she might be inside your head, rooting through your secrets and memories.’

Killop fell silent.

‘I would have thought, Chief,’ she went on, ‘that you’d know this better than most. Do you not think, after what happened over Larissa, that she’d want to see if you had any more secrets? If I had her powers, and I was with a man who’d lied to me, I don’t think I’d be able to resist. Would you?’

‘I didn’t lie to her.’

‘You omitted the truth. Much the same thing.’

‘I made a mistake.’

‘Aye, and now you’ve learned to tell the truth, because she’ll know if you’re lying.’

He shook his head. ‘We trust each other.’

‘Trust means believing someone without any evidence. You take them on faith. How can Daphne take anyone on faith when she can easily check if they’re lying?’

Killop said nothing.

‘I feel sorry for her,’ Draewyn said. ‘The urge she must feel to find out what folk really think about her must be overwhelming. It’s like she’s cursed.’

‘You’re wrong about her,’ he said. ‘She doesn’t abuse her powers.’

‘I don’t mean this the wrong way, Chief, but I’m not sure I believe that. She’d need to be strong-willed to resist the temptation, but she can’t stop smoking drugs, even around the baby, your daughter. I’m not sure she has the will-power.’

‘You’re crossing a line, Draewyn.’

She lifted her palms. ‘You asked me to explain. I didn’t want to, because I knew it might hurt you. I know that you love her. That’s why I thought it best to stay away. If you order me to attend any meeting she’ll 
be at, I’ll resign my position as head of the nursery, and move out of the mansion. You’ll need to find someone else.’

He stood.

‘If you’re not at tomorrow’s meeting,’ he said, ‘I’ll take that as your resignation.’

He strode from the room before he could say anything else, his mind bitter with anger. The nursery staff were ushering the children back into the hall, but most averted their eyes as he passed. Outside, it was raining. Killop pulled his cloak around his shoulders, and walked from the hall.
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Killop threw off his boots and sodden cloak as soon as he entered his rooms at the top of the mansion. A fire was burning in the huge stone fireplace, where Bridget and Daphne were sitting.

He walked over and warmed his hands.

‘You’re soaked,’ Daphne said. She put Karalyn down and went to a cupboard. She rummaged about, then brought out a towel and handed it to him.

‘Thanks.’

‘How’d it go?’ Bridget said.

‘We might be needing a new nursery head this time tomorrow.’

‘That well?’ Bridget smirked. ‘What the fuck did you say to her?’

‘It was more what she said.’ He rubbed the towel over his long wet hair, the front of his clothes steaming from the heat of the fire.

‘Well?’

He glanced at Daphne. ‘She doesn’t like you. Or, to be more exact, she doesn’t trust you. She thinks you’re reading everyone’s minds, finding out their secrets, and she’s refusing to come to any meeting you’ll be at.’

‘Fuck,’ said Bridget.

‘It might be difficult to find a replacement,’ he said. ‘Draewyn thinks the rest of the nursery staff feel the same.
’

‘Aye,’ Bridget said. ‘No doubt she’s been spreading her shite to anyone who’ll listen.’

Daphne sat, and lit a cigarette.

‘If you want me to stay away from these meetings, that’s fine,’ she said. ‘I don’t say much at them anyway.’

‘That’s not the point,’ Killop said. ‘We’re a team.’

Daphne nodded, keeping one eye on Karalyn as she sat down next to the fire. ‘Maybe we should let Draewyn win this one. Tell her I’ll stop going, and you won’t have to look for anyone else.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘She wins this, folk’ll think she’s right.’

‘In the Holdings,’ Daphne said, ‘the powers of the high mages are kept quiet, to stop these sorts of rumours. I understand why Draewyn doesn’t trust me. People with secrets fear those who can reveal them, and most people have secrets.’

‘Have you ever looked inside my head?’ Bridget said.

‘No, never.’

‘And would you?’

‘Maybe in an emergency, like you were dying and I needed to know what poison you’d taken, something like that.’

‘Have you ever looked into Draewyn’s mind?’

Daphne laughed. ‘Why on earth would I do that? I don’t care what she thinks.’

Bridget nodded, and raised an eyebrow at Killop.

‘I don’t know why you’re looking at me,’ he said. ‘We were on the mountain for twenty days, and she never once went into my head. And I know that, because if she had, she would have found out about Larissa before Lilyann told her.’

‘Fair point,’ Bridget said. ‘But let’s face it, it’s all very well the three of us sitting here agreeing, but we’ve got to convince everyone else. It’s not something we can prove.’

Killop sat, his clothes dried. They gazed at the fire.

‘She also brought up the drugs,’ he said.

‘That’s none of her business,’ Daphne said. ‘And it’s double 
standards. The Kellach drink more than the rest of the world put together. I smoke. So what?’

Killop said nothing. He could hardly disapprove, as he had taken to having one or two puffs of Daphne’s weedstick before bed. It had given him six peaceful and dreamless nights, and he was starting to believe it was preventing Karalyn from entering his mind while he slept. He knew Daphne was doubtful. She claimed that smoking enhanced her vision powers, but he was always asleep within a few minutes of having a smoke.

‘Maybe a wee bit of discretion?’ Bridget said. ‘Smoking seems foreign and weird to most folk.’

Daphne nodded. ‘All right. If it’ll keep them happy.’

They turned as a door opened and Lilyann walked in, wearing a bedrobe.

‘Afternoon,’ Bridget said.

The young mage grunted.

‘That you just up?’

‘Aye, so?’

‘Are you not supposed to be at lessons?’

‘I wasn’t feeling well, Bridget. Stop nagging me.’

‘Are you better now?’

‘A wee bit.’

‘Then get dressed and get your arse down to Dyam.’

‘That’s what I’m trying to do!’

‘Don’t you shout at me.’

Killop shared a glance with Daphne as Lilyann strode over to the sidetable and poured herself a mug of water.

‘What you all doing?’ she asked.

‘Talking,’ said Daphne.

‘What about? Your wedding?’

‘No, but we should,’ Bridget said. ‘We still need to pick a date and the venue.’

Lilyann smirked. ‘Don’t you care that it’s illegal?’

Killop frowned. ‘No.
’

‘You should,’ Lilyann said. ‘The Old Free rebels have cut off Slateford from the capital. We need the republic’s help, but they won’t help us if you brazenly flout their laws.’

‘The empire’s laws, you mean,’ Daphne said.

‘Aye.’

‘We’re not part of the empire,’ Bridget said.

‘You’re living in a dream,’ Lilyann said. ‘There’s no trade coming in or out of the estate while the Old Free rebels control the roads. We need imperial help.’

‘With rebellions in Sanang and Rahain,’ Bridget said, ‘I think the Emperor has more to worry about than Daphne getting married to Killop.’

‘But if you renounce the wedding and let the missionaries in, then alliance troops would be on their way here to protect us.’

‘We don’t need them,’ Killop said.

‘You think Kalden’s militia will stop the Old Free army?’

‘Aye.’

Bridget nodded. ‘Slateford will be their grave if they enter.’

Lilyann shook her head, a look of disbelief on her face.

‘It’s not safe here anymore.’

She put down her mug and crossed the floor. The others watched her enter her bedroom and close the door.

‘Wee cow,’ Bridget said.

Killop gazed at the fire.

‘How many does Kalden have now?’ Daphne asked.

‘A few hundred,’ Bridget said. ‘Not enough, and folk keep leaving. The Old Free are happy to let them pass the blockades, they want us all to fuck off out of Rahain. But hey, we have a vision mage and a fire mage, it could be worse.’

Daphne lit a smokestick.

‘If the Old Free attack,’ Bridget went on, ‘then every able-bodied adult is immediately enlisted. We’ve worked out a plan for Slateford’s defence.’

‘I should read it.
’

‘I’ll give you a copy,’ Bridget said. ‘Basically, we split the estate into thirds, dividing…’

There was a knock at the door.

‘Chief,’ a scout bowed. ‘A winged gaien has landed outside.’

Killop turned. ‘Who is it?’

‘Two Rahain men, Chief. Say they’ve been sent by the chancellor of the republic.’

‘We’ll meet them in the office downstairs,’ Bridget said. ‘Bring them there, see if they need anything to eat or drink.’

The scout nodded and left the room.

Killop stood.

‘Should I come?’ Daphne said.

‘Aye,’ he said. ‘If it’s a message, it might be for you.’

Daphne glanced at Bridget. ‘I’ll need Bedig to look after Karalyn, is that all right?’

Bridget scowled. ‘He’s been looking for any excuse to get up here. He’s doing my nut in.’

‘I’ve never seen him this way before,’ Daphne said. ‘I’m not saying take him back or anything, but I think he’s genuinely sorry, and that’s a first for him.’

Bridget narrowed her eyes.

‘Fucksake, all right,’ she said. ‘Go fetch the great eejit. Me and Killop will wait for you, but I’m not talking to him when he gets here.’

Daphne got up.

‘Mama bye-bye?’

‘That’s right, Kara-bear, but I’ll be back in a minute, with Uncle Bedig.’

Karalyn laughed and clapped her hands.

Daphne smiled. ‘At least someone’s happy to see the big oaf.’
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The downstairs office had once been a study, and the walls were lined with shelves. Many of the books that had been there when the Kellach 
arrived had rotted away, but several old tomes remained, histories of the estate, and guides to the local fauna, that Bridget had cleaned and sorted.

Two well-dressed Rahain men were sitting by a warm fire. A large pack sat on the floor between them.

‘Good afternoon,’ Bridget said as they entered. ‘This is Chief Killop and Miss Holdfast. I’m Bridget, the clan herald.’

The Rahain rose to their feet and bowed low.

They all sat. A tray of drinks and food had been set out on a table.

‘Please,’ said Bridget, ‘help yourselves.’

‘Thank you for your hospitality,’ one of the men said. He reached into his tunic, removed a rolled up document, and handed it to them.

Bridget broke the seal and opened it.

‘Seems genuine,’ she said. ‘That’s the old guy’s signature.’

She passed it back, and the man put it into his inside pocket.

‘So,’ Bridget said, ‘what can we do for agents of the republic?’

‘We need to discuss a matter with Miss Holdfast.’

‘Oh,’ Bridget said. ‘Well, I’ll leave you to it.’

She stood.

‘Killop stays,’ Daphne said. ‘Anything said to me can be said to him.’

The Rahain men nodded.

‘I’ll wait for you upstairs,’ Bridget said, and began walking towards the door.

‘Shit,’ she said, halting. ‘I forgot Bedig’s still up there.’ She sighed. ‘Well I knew I had to speak to him sometime, may as well get it over with.’

‘Good luck,’ Daphne said as Bridget left, closing the door to the office behind her.

Daphne turned to the agents and smiled.

‘Miss Holdfast,’ said one, ‘as I’m sure you’re aware, the republic is under tremendous pressure at the moment, with religious fervour gripping the nation, and rebel attacks increasing in frequency. The army is hard-pressed, and there is worry in the capital that the Old Free will mount a coup.
’

Daphne nodded, and lit a cigarette.

‘We have intelligence that Lady Douanna is in the city, plotting against the chancellor.’

Daphne’s smile froze.

‘There is reason to believe that the rebels are planning their coup imminently, now that the vast majority of alliance troops have left Rahain.’

The man paused, but Daphne said nothing.

‘The chancellor of the republic has sent us here,’ he went on. ‘He has personally requested your assistance.’

Daphne took a long draw. ‘To do what?’

‘To throttle the conspiracy and prevent the coup,’ the agent said. ‘Chancellor Laodoc believes you have the ability to take care of the matter, and he is prepared to offer you a free hand to do so. Of course, you’ll be well rewarded in gold.’

Daphne chewed her lip.

‘The chancellor thinks that this task, if you accept it, should take no more than a few days, and for service to the republic, you will be paid two hundred thousand gold sovereigns, up front.’

Killop spluttered.

‘That’s a very generous offer,’ Daphne said. ‘Be sure to thank the chancellor on my behalf, but I’m afraid I must decline.’

The two men shared a glance. ‘If you wish more gold,’ said one, ‘please know that we’re authorised to negotiate.’

‘It’s not the money,’ Daphne said. ‘I have plenty. This is my life now, in Slateford. I have a family, and that’s what I have to concentrate on. I’ve no intention of getting back into Rahain politics, and I’ve no desire to kill again.’

‘Not even to save the republic, miss?’

Daphne shook her head. ‘You can’t put this on my shoulders. If the republic falls, and I sincerely hope it doesn’t, it’ll be because of things far beyond my control.’

‘But you have an opportunity to make a difference, miss,’ the Rahain man said. ‘A chance to take control, and stop the rebels from 
overthrowing the chancellor, your friend. Lady Douanna has made it clear that she will have Laodoc executed if he is overthrown.’

Daphne frowned.

She turned to Killop. ‘I want to talk to you alone.’
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‘I can’t believe you’re thinking about going,’ he said, leaning against the wall of the small chamber where they had gone for some privacy. ‘It feels like you only just got here.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to leave. Believe me, I’d rather stay, but it would only be for a few days, and I might be able to do some good. You and Karalyn could spend some time together. And you’d have Bedig to help.’

‘I don’t understand,’ he said. ‘I know how good you are, I’ve seen you fight, and I can see why Laodoc wants you for the job.’

‘But?’

‘You told me about when you were in the Rahain Capital before, and how much you hated it. You said that you didn’t want to kill any more, not unless you had to.’

‘Maybe I have to.’

‘It is because of folk like Draewyn?’ he said. ‘Is Slateford getting you down?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘Being with you and Karalyn, it’s been the best time of my life. Not being liked has never bothered me. If people think bad of me, that’s their problem. But Laodoc? I feel sorry for him. I can’t let Douanna beat him, not after everything that’s happened. You know she was responsible for Simiona’s death?’

‘Aye.’

‘Can you imagine the Old Free back in charge?’ she said. ‘It would be a bloodbath. The New Free wouldn’t take kindly to being put back in chains, and the whole country would go up in flames, with Slateford stuck in the middle. If I can prevent a coup from taking place, then the estate will be safe. You and Karalyn will be safe.
’

‘So you’re doing it for Slateford?’ he said. ‘Is that what you’re saying?’

‘If the Old Free rebels are defeated,’ she said, ‘we can get on with living again.’

He said nothing.

‘I don’t want the money though,’ she said.

‘Then give it to Bridget. I’m sure she’ll find a thousand uses for it, our finances are in a bad way with the blockade. And I know you don’t care what Draewyn thinks, but she’ll treat this as a victory.’

She nodded.

‘All right then,’ he said. ‘For Slateford.’

They walked back to the office. The two Rahain agents looked up as they approached.

Daphne smiled as they sat. ‘What arrangements have been made for me if I say yes?’

‘Then we’re at your service, miss,’ said one, his eyes wide. ‘We can fly you to the capital at your convenience, as soon as you’re ready to leave.’

She nodded.

‘Upon arrival,’ the agent went on, ‘the chancellor would wish to speak with you. We have already secured an apartment, fully equipped with everything you should require. The two hundred thousand gold sovereigns would be flown here as soon you landed in the capital. I trust that the chief is an appropriate person to hold the money for you while you are away?’

‘Yes,’ she smiled, then glanced down. ‘What’s in the pack?’

‘Some gifts,’ the man said, ‘for whether you say yes or no.’

He leaned over and passed her the bag.

She opened it and laughed. ‘Coffee, sugar and cigarettes.’

‘Some chocolate I think also.’

‘Thanks.’

‘May I ask then, Miss Holdfast, if you accept our offer?’

She glanced over to Killop, who nodded.

‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’ll do it. We’ll leave tomorrow.’
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They left the two agents in the office with the promise of rooms and a good evening meal, and went upstairs.

The sitting room was quiet. The fire was burning low, and only one lamp was lit as evening fell. Killop poured out two measures of ale while Daphne went into their bedroom.

She came back out. ‘Karalyn’s in her cot.’

‘Sleeping?’

‘Yes. No sign of Bedig, though.’

‘Or Bridget…’

Daphne rolled her eyes.

‘So they’re back together,’ he laughed.

‘Or they’ve murdered each other.’

They pulled their chairs closer to the fire. Killop threw on a few logs, and Daphne lit up a smokestick and drank her ale.

‘When I get to the capital,’ she said. ‘I’m going to try to contact Karalyn. I’ve never made it that far before, but my connection to her is strong.’

‘What is it, about eighty miles?’

‘I think so. I’ll miss her. I’ve never been away from her before.’

He nodded.

‘And I’m going to miss you,’ she said. ‘Stay off the keenweed tonight, I don’t want you falling asleep too early on me.’

He smiled.

The door opened.

‘I’m not interrupting, am I?’ said Dyam, walking in.

‘It’s all right,’ Killop said, smothering a frown. ‘What are you up to?’

‘Just here to see Lilyann,’ she said. ‘Ask her why she didn’t turn up for lessons today.’

‘I thought she left about noon.’

Dyam shrugged. ‘Well, she didn’t come to class.’

The Domm woman strode over to the young mage’s door, and knocked on it. When there was no reply, she opened it and walked in
.

Daphne glanced at Killop. ‘Try not to shout at her.’

‘I think I’m past that stage,’ he said. ‘I could just about put up with her when she was a cocky smartarse, but I lost her when she found religion.’

Dyam came out of the bedroom, clutching a scrap of paper to her chest, tears flowing down her face.

‘You need to read this.’

Killop took the paper. He held it before him and groaned as he read the words.

Daphne raised an eyebrow.

He glanced up as Bridget emerged from her room, Bedig close behind.

She gazed around, then paused when she saw the expression on Killop’s face.

‘What’s happened?’

‘Lilyann,’ Killop said. ‘She’s gone.’
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‘Look at those walls,’ Jayki said to Thymo as they hung out of the carriage window. ‘The highest and strongest of any city in the world.’

‘My turn,’ Shella said, tugging at Jayki’s belt. ‘Move.’

The boy paid her no attention as she took Jayki’s place at the window, keeping his eyes fixed on the view. The road from the east wound down a gentle slope, and the imperial capital was spread out before them.

It was a blustery autumn morning, with clouds scudding across the sky, allowing shafts of sunlight to illuminate different quarters of the city. The great silver dome of the palace shone, and Shella noticed several high towers and spires that had been constructed in her absence.

‘What do you think?’ she asked Thymo.

‘Arakhanah is bigger.’

‘Yeah,’ she laughed. ‘It is.’

She gazed over the city, then noticed something. She sat back in the carriage
.

‘They’ve finished the walls,’ she said. ‘The whole Kellach quarter is now enclosed.’

‘Really?’ Jodie said, leaning up to the window to look.

‘Why have they done that?’ said Jayki. ‘I thought work on the wall had come to a halt. I mean, who’s going to attack?’

‘Probably just being cautious,’ Jodie said, sitting back down.

‘It was still summer when we left,’ Shella said. ‘A lot could have happened since then.’

‘I guess we can ask Daly when we get to the embassy.’

The road levelled off, and the line of carriages approached the great eastern gates. To their left, the new wall followed the extent of the Kellach quarter, jutting out where their old camp had been. Ahead, the gates were open, and pennants flew from the tall towers of the gatehouse.

A company of imperial soldiers in grey armour halted their convoy on the road in front of them. Shella leaned out of the window and watched as an officer talked to the guard on the lead carriage. Next to the officer a soldier was writing in a ledger. The officer nodded, and waved them on. As each carriage passed, the officer took a look inside, and the soldier took notes.

Shella sat back down as their carriage began to move.

‘Come inside,’ she said to Thymo. He frowned, but did as he was told.

‘Your Highness,’ the officer bowed when Shella’s carriage drew level with him. ‘Welcome back. The Lord Vicar is expecting you at the Institute.’

‘Thank you, Captain,’ she said, and the carriage moved forwards.

They passed through the entrance gate and emerged onto a busy street, with tall stone buildings on either side. Shops lined the road, with houses piled high above them. Over the tiled roofs to their right Shella saw the top of the cathedral, and at a crossroads they turned towards it.

Her nerves rose, and she kept her gaze out of the window. The street 
was busy with people, but had a subdued air, and no one was smiling. Ahead, she saw the cathedral. Not yet complete, it nevertheless rose to the same height as the palace, its three central spires rising above the vast body of the church. Next to it, and conjoined on one side, was a smaller building, with a high wall around it. A set of gates in the wall opened and the carriages were pulled into a large courtyard, where they halted.

A black-robed church warden approached, and opened their carriage door.

‘Your Highness,’ he bowed as she stepped down.

Shella nodded, then turned back towards the others in the carriage. ‘Stay inside.’

‘There you are, your Royal Eminence,’ Lord Arnault said, striding across the courtyard towards her. A large number of wardens from the One True Path were present, many armed, and they had surrounded the line of carriages.

‘Lord Vicar.’

‘My dear princess,’ he said, bowing and kissing her hand, ‘might I say how radiant you look with that crown upon your head?’

She smirked and looked away, and saw the Rakanese mages being unloaded from the carriages. The young criminal was in chains, and the three others were gazing around in bewilderment as wardens led them away.

Shella turned back to Arnault, a loathing for him filling her.

He caught her expression.

‘On behalf of the Emperor and the holy church,’ he said, ‘I offer my sincerest thanks for what you have done. In bringing us these Rakanese mages you have proved your loyalty to the empire. Thanks to you, we can at last proceed with enacting the will of the Creator. I will forever be in your debt, your Highness.’

‘Fuck off.’

Shella turned, and climbed back into her carriage.

She leaned up to the driver. ‘Take us to the embassy.’

The carriage lurched into motion. For a second, none of the wardens surrounding them moved, but Arnault raised his hand and 
the black-robes parted, allowing the carriage to pass through the gap.

‘What happened?’ Jodie said, as they went back out onto the street.

‘I think I’ve done a terrible thing.’

‘You had no choice,’ Jayki said.

‘They were volunteers,’ Jodie said. ‘Well, most of them.’

‘They looked scared,’ Shella said. ‘We handed them over as a sacrificial offering, to stop a fucking bully from pulling our hair in the school playground. Fuck knows what they’ve got planned for them. Fucking priest freaks.’

Thymo stared at her, and she paused.

‘Sorry, little man,’ she said. ‘I know I shouldn’t swear like that, but I’m angry.’

The boy’s eyes widened.

‘Not with you,’ she said. ‘With myself.’

She looked away, gazing out of the window, her heart welling with bitterness.

She felt a small hand take hers and squeeze.
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‘This is your uncle Sami,’ Shella said, pointing at the drunk prince.

‘Well hello there,’ Sami slurred from the couch where he lay. ‘Who’s this again?’

‘One of Noli’s boys,’ she said, pulling her cloak off and handing it to a servant. ‘Thymo.’

‘Thymo?’ Sami said. ‘Named after that dickhead she’s married to?’

‘Noli’s husband’s dead, Sami.’

Sami laughed, then stopped and began to weep.

Shella shook her head.

‘That’ll be all, Jodie. Thanks,’ she said, turning to the secretary.

Jodie bowed. ‘See you in the morning, your Highness.’

She got down to one knee and gave Thymo a hug. The boy squirmed, and Jodie laughed and gave him a kiss on the top of his head
.

‘See you later, little prince.’

Shella caught Daly’s eye as Jodie left her quarters.

‘And how have you been, Daly?’

‘Very well, your Highness, thank you.’ He gazed down at the boy. ‘We got advance notice of young Thymo. A Holdings mage relayed the information to the palace some time ago, and a courtier let us know.’

Shella sat on a couch opposite Sami, who had fallen asleep, and poured herself a drink.

‘I see the authorities have relaxed the alcohol ban.’

‘Not exactly,’ Daly said. ‘I’m not sure how his Highness procured the bottle. He has become rather… resourceful in your absence.’

‘You mean sneaky?’

‘Quite. Of course, I informed him that church agents would be keeping him under surveillance, but he’s managed to slip out at night sometimes. He always returns by dawn, and refuses to answer any questions as to his whereabouts.’

She took a sip, then spat it back into the glass.

Daly raised an eyebrow. ‘It must be bad.’

Shella glanced over at a servant. ‘Water, please.’

‘As I was saying,’ Daly went on, ‘the church authorities are aware of the young gentleman here.’

Thymo looked up at the old secretary.

‘Oh yeah?’ Shella said. ‘What’s their angle?’

‘Some are saying that he is a prince, others that such talk is premature. I’m confused, your Highness. Did you not sign a disclaimer, promising not to take an heir?’

‘I did.’

‘Have you changed your position?’

She shook her head. ‘I can’t control what goes on in the minds of the church. If they start calling Thymo a prince, then we can deny it, but I’m not sure it’ll make much difference. I suppose it depends what Guilliam does.’

‘I’m sure he’s got more on his mind, your Highness.’

‘Like what?
’

‘I thought you’d met with the Lord Vicar this morning, your Highness,’ Daly said. ‘Didn’t he fill you in on what’s been happening?’

‘I may have been a little curt with Lord Arnault.’

‘I see.’ Daly pursed his lips. ‘Well, it seems that the empire is fraying a little at the edges. The rebels in Rahain have won a few victories, despite the fact that the chancellor of the republic has been claiming for thirds that he is on the verge of defeating them.’

Shella nodded. ‘I hope Daphne’s all right down there.’

‘There is worse news from the Sanang Realm,’ Daly said. ‘The king has been toppled by the insurgents. Apparently they are being led by a renegade fire mage. The imperial army has been rushed to the frontier, to prevent them from entering the Plateau.’

‘That’ll be why they finished the wall.’

‘Indeed, your Highness. Work began in haste as soon as the news arrived from Sanang. There have been reports of massacres and atrocities committed by the rebels, and the populace of the city got the new wall put up in no time at all.’

‘A fire mage, eh?’ Shella said, sipping her water. ‘Presumably the same one that escaped from Rahain last winter?’

‘Presumably, your Highness.’

Shella smiled. Killop’s sister was leading a rebellion. She wondered if Daphne knew.

‘Anything else?’ she said.

‘Taxes are up,’ he said. ‘Church wardens are still cracking down on alcohol and other banned substances, though the prince has proved that no law is infallible.’

‘What he’s drinking barely counts as alcohol.’

Thymo yawned.

‘Sorry, little man,’ she said. ‘Almost forgot you were there. Are you hungry?’

He nodded.

Shella glanced at Daly. ‘Would you, please?’

‘Of course, your Highness,’ he bowed. ‘Shall I have dinner sent up to your apartment?
’

She stood, taking Thymo by the hand. ‘Thanks, Daly.’

‘Good to see you back, your Highness,’ he said, a faint smile on his lips.

She watched as he left the reception room, surprised at the warm glow she felt at the old guy being glad to see her. She shook her head, and put her guard back up.

She led Thymo to a side door, and they went up the back stairs. On the top floor, she took out her key and unlocked the door.

They entered a small sitting room. Two lamps were already lit, and the fire glowed in the hearth.

‘Is this my new home?’ the boy said.

‘Yeah.’

She began to point out the rooms. ‘That’s my bedroom, then the bathroom, a… spare room, and a study I never use. Let me clear it out, and you can have it as your room.’

‘What about the spare room?’

‘Out of the question!’ a voice barked.

Shella looked up to see Kalayne stride across the floor, a stern expression on his face.

‘That’s my room,’ he said to the boy, ‘and you can’t have it.’

‘Hi Kalayne,’ Shella said. ‘This is Thymo.’

The old Kellach man turned to her, scowling. ‘What’s he doing here? You know I don’t like children. He can’t stay.’

‘He’s staying,’ Shella said. ‘Get used to it.’

She gazed down at Thymo, who seemed unperturbed by the old man, staring back up at him.

Kalayne chewed his lip. ‘I’m not sure we’re all going to fit.’

‘Don’t pay any attention to this old basta… fool,’ Shella said to the boy.

‘To the contrary, madam,’ Kalayne said. ‘The boy should listen to every word I say to him.’

He leaned over Thymo, his eyes bulging.

‘Be honest,’ he whispered. ‘What do you think of Shella?’

‘She scares me.
’

‘What?’ cried Shella. ‘Kalayne, stop it!’

‘Go on,’ the old man said, his face close to Thymo’s.

‘But I think she likes me. She says funny things and makes me laugh. I like her.’

‘There you go,’ Kalayne said, straightening up, a grin on his lips.

‘You fucked-up old weirdo,’ Shella said.

Thymo laughed.

Shella flushed.

‘I need a drink,’ she said. ‘We got any?’

‘Do you think I’m some sort of amateur?’ Kalayne said. ‘I knew you were coming, and stocked up.’

‘Not the dreadful shit that Sami’s been drinking?’

Kalayne snorted. ‘Why are you insulting me?’

He walked over to a cabinet, and opened it. Inside were racks of brandy and rum.

‘And,’ he said, pulling open a drawer and taking out a pouch, ‘plenty to smoke as well.’

‘You got this because I was coming back? You got me weed?’

Kalayne shrugged, and grinned.

‘What’s weed?’ Thymo said.

‘Eh, it’s just for grown ups,’ she said.

‘None for you, my laddie,’ Kalayne said, ‘but if you’re a good boy I’ll let you have a sip of rum later.’

‘No you fucking won’t,’ Shella said. ‘He’s five.’

‘And?’

Shella stared at him.

There was a knock at the door.

‘Yeah?’ Shella yelled.

‘Dinner, your Highness.’

‘Wheel it in.’

The door opened and servants entered, pushing a trolley filled with covered dishes and silver jugs.

Shella turned, but Kalayne was already gone. She smiled.

‘Over by the table, please,’ she said to the servants
.

They nodded, and unloaded the trolley by a small table next to the window at the far end of the room. The shutters were closed, and a servant lit another lamp.

‘Thank you,’ she said, following them to the door, and closing it. She turned the key in the lock.

‘Excellent!’ cried a voice.

She looked over. Kalayne was sitting, a napkin around his neck, uncovering the silver dishes on the table. Thymo was sitting next to him, clutching a fork.

Shella sat down, and poured a glass of scented water for Thymo and herself. She looked at the dishes, her stomach rumbling. Kalayne was helping himself, while Thymo started to narrow his eyes.

‘This is all Holdings food,’ she said to him. ‘Wheat bread, pasta, beef, tomatoes, strange vegetables, I think that one’s called a carrot. Or an onion, I can never remember.’ She pointed at a pot, where a wisp of steam was coming from a spout. ‘This is full of tea. Watch, it’s hot.’

She loaded a plate for him.

‘None of it’s spicy,’ she shrugged. ‘The people here don’t have the stomachs for it.’

‘Stop jabbering and let the boy eat,’ Kalayne said, looking up from his plate. ‘Anything’s got to be better than insects and disgusting fish.’

‘You don’t know anything about Rakanese food.’

‘Is that right? Are there not hot-food stalls down by the harbour, where your fellow big-eyed folk do business?’

‘That’s not representative of all our food,’ she said, taking a drink. ‘Have you tried any?’

He nodded. ‘The chilli-infused locust was passable, as was the deep-fried gresyl. But I refuse to eat anything that looks like a slug.’

Shella glanced at Thymo, who was picking at his food.

‘What do you think?’

He shrugged.

‘I should take a look at the study,’ Shella said, ‘though you can’t sleep there tonight. You can have my bed. I’ll take the couch.’

Thymo nodded
.

‘A quiet one, eh?’ Kalayne said. His face twitched, and he drummed the top of the table with his fingers. ‘The couch? Hmm.’

‘Yeah, the couch. So?’

He squinted.

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘What are you hiding? You’re acting weirder than normal.’

‘The couch might be a problem.’

‘Did you break it?’

‘No, don’t be ridiculous. There may however, be someone already sleeping there.’

‘What?’

‘I may have let someone else stay here.’

She narrowed her eyes. ‘A woman?’

Kalayne cackled. ‘Unfortunately not.’ He glanced over towards the door to the study. ‘Come on out.’

The door opened a crack, and Shella tensed.

‘Hi, Shella,’ said a voice she recognised.

‘Benel?’ she cried. ‘What the fuck?’

The Holdings mage walked forwards, his eyes focussed on the food set out on the table. He sat, and began eating.

‘He’s hungry,’ Kalayne shrugged. ‘Hard enough getting food for one on the sly. Been tricky keeping him fed as well. Actually, now that wee Thymo’s here, we might do all right. We’ll have to make out he’s a big eater, mind.’

Benel looked up at the mention of the boy’s name. He glanced at Thymo, then at Shella.

‘Yours?’

‘He is now.’

He went back to eating.

Shella stared at him. ‘Somebody better tell me what the fuck is going on.’

‘Let the poor man enjoy his food,’ Kalayne said, pouring himself a brandy. ‘I’d rather hear about how your trip to Frogtown went. Did you get a crown?
’

She extracted it from a deep pocket in her robes, and placed it on her head, the diamond flashing in the lamplight.

‘I did,’ she said. ‘So fuck you.’

Thymo laughed.

Kalayne stared. ‘In all my fantasies from now on, you’re wearing it, and nothing else.’

Benel raised his eyebrows, and shook his head.

‘One thing I’ll say about your man here,’ Kalayne said. ‘He refuses to divulge any details of your carnal experience together, despite me asking him several times.’

She glanced at the Holdings man. He was looking thinner than before.

Benel shrugged, pushed back his plate and sighed.

‘I’ll have one of those,’ he said, picking up the bottle of brandy. ‘It was me that got them, after all.’

‘What?’ Shella said. ‘Didn’t Kalayne get them?’

‘No,’ Benel replied. ‘All the booze and weed in this house was his price for letting me stay. I had to go into the Kellach quarter for it. Cost me a bloody fortune.’

She laughed. ‘You bastard, Kalayne.’

‘One has to take whatever opportunities present themselves. And I did know you were coming.’

Benel glanced at the boy next to him.

‘So you’re Thymo?’

He nodded.

‘Are you going to be living here?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I’m Benel,’ he said, extending his hand. ‘Nice to meet you.’

Thymo glanced over at Shella, then shook Benel’s hand.

‘We’ve had a long day,’ Shella said. ‘It’s time for his bed.’

She stood, and beckoned Thymo. ‘My room.’ She glanced over to the men sitting at the table. ‘Neither of you have been in there, right?’

Benel shook his head, while Kalayne looked away.

Shella frowned, then led Thymo to her bedroom. She lit a small 
lamp, and gazed around. Nothing appeared to have been touched, but she knew how careful the old Kellach mage could be. She wouldn’t be surprised if he had been raking through her things.

The boy yawned, and she gave him a kiss.

‘We’ll get your pyjamas tomorrow when we unpack our stuff,’ she said. ‘Tonight, just sleep in your underpants. There’s a chamber pot next to the bed.’

He pulled off his clothes, leaving them scattered on the floor, and jumped onto the mattress.

‘When’s my mum coming?’

Shella paused, eyeing the boy as he sat on the bed. She pulled the covers up over his legs.

‘Not tonight, but I’m sure you’ll see her soon.’

He lay down.

‘Remember,’ she said as she walked to the door, ‘I’ll be through here if you need me.’

He nodded.

‘Sweet dreams, little man.’

She went back into the sitting room, and closed the door. Kalayne and Benel were reclining in the armchairs by the fireplace, each with a drink, and a bottle on the small table.

‘Boys,’ she said, sitting next to them, ‘are you going to tell me what’s going on? Why is Benel here?’

‘Not yet,’ Kalayne said. ‘There’s something I need to ask you first.’

Shella sighed. ‘What?’

‘While you were on your holiday,’ Kalayne said, ‘I came closer to understanding the plan the church is hatching. I realised that they were waiting for something, something important that was missing. They were quite frantic about it. It was only upon your return that I think I grasped what it was.’

‘Stop speaking in fucking riddles.’

Kalayne glared at her, his eyes almost popping out of his head. ‘This is not a joke, young lady.
’

‘That’s the first time anyone’s called me young in a while. Oh, and I’m a princess, not a fucking lady.’

Benel laughed. He took out a smokestick and lit it.

‘Me first,’ she said, and he passed it to her.

‘When you returned from Frogland,’ Kalayne frowned, ‘whom did you bring?’

‘Apart from Thymo, you mean?’

‘Obviously.’

‘I brought mages.’

Kalayne’s face reddened and he gripped the sides of the chair until his knuckles were white.

‘Are you having a seizure?’ she asked.

‘You… you…’

She handed him the weedstick.

He took a long hard draw, then pointed at her.

‘You stupid, miserable, wretched, stupid…’

‘You already said that.’

‘Well it’s because you’re double stupid. How could you, Shella?’

‘I was just the delivery girl,’ she said. ‘It was the Rakanese government that decided to hand them over. I told them I thought it was a mistake, but they were worried the Emperor would cut off aid.’ She bowed her head. ‘They reasoned that it was worth sacrificing a few volunteers, rather than let thousands die of starvation.’

Kalayne shot to his feet, and for a moment she thought he was going to leap at her, but instead he began to pace up and down, scowling and snarling.

Shella glanced at Benel, who was biting his nails and frowning.

‘What’s up with you?’

‘The church have everything they need.’

‘What?’

‘They had mages from all the other nations,’ Benel went on. ‘They only needed Rakanese.’

‘Yeah,’ Shella said. ‘I knew that, the Lord Vicar told me.’

‘You knew?’ Kalayne spat. ‘And yet you still did it?
’

‘What we did was wrong,’ she said. ‘I already admitted that. But I don’t see why the fate of four Rakanese mages is upsetting you so much.’

‘For their plan to work,’ Kalayne said, ‘they require mages from every land, all five types: vision, fire, stone, life and flow. And now they have them.’

‘So?’

‘They must be stopped.’

‘Why? What exactly is their plan?’

‘I don’t know!’ Kalayne cried, then slumped back into his chair.

He picked up his drink and gulped it down.

‘It involves using the powers of all five mages at the same time,’ he said. ‘But to what end? I have no idea. The funny thing is, I’m not sure the priests know either. I have a feeling the Creator is keeping something from them.’

‘It’s all just speculation, then,’ Shella said.

‘No,’ said Benel, ‘it’s not.’

‘And what would you know?’

‘A fair bit, actually. I escaped from the institute.’

‘What? Escaped?’

‘Yes. Remember I told you that the army sold me out to the church? I turned up for training, and was snatched by wardens and put in a cell under the institute, along with a collection of other mages. I saw every nationality, except for Rakanese. Mostly though, we were chained up and hooded.’

‘Chained up?’ Shella said. ‘Fuck. And I just handed over a group of frail old pensioners to them.’

Kalayne glared at her.

‘Go on,’ he said to Benel, ‘tell her the rest.’

‘Like I said,’ he went on, ‘I was with mages from other nations. Two Sanang men, able to heal wounds. At least twenty Rahain, though I didn’t see much of them, they were kept in a wooden pen by themselves. I saw an old Kellach woman, who could make candlelight flicker. Not very impressive to be honest, not compared to what I know decent fire 
mages can do. Apart from me, there was a handful of other Holdings mages, none of them from the church, just the odds and ends that slipped through the mage examinations, like me.’

‘What did the priests do to you?’

‘Nothing,’ Benel said, gazing at the fire, ‘after they’d tested me.’

‘Tested?’

‘Yes, to check I was definitely a mage. Rector Tommeus, the guy in charge, read my head, and then I was put back in the cells.’

‘Did they say what they were going to do with you?’

‘They were waiting for Rakanese flow mages to arrive. They said nothing could begin without them.’

‘And you escaped?’

‘It wasn’t easy, but they underestimated me.’

Shella took a long drink. ‘The church are looking for you, I assume?’

‘I’ve hidden his presence from them,’ said Kalayne.

‘Otherwise I would have been caught for sure,’ Benel said. He looked at Shella. ‘So, can I stay?’

Shella narrowed her eyes. Letting the Holdings mage stay was a risk, but she felt in the mood to do something to oppose the empire and its church. An image of chained-up old mages flashed through her head.

‘You’d need to be useful,’ she said, ‘else you’re just an extra mouth to feed.’

‘I’ll try,’ he said, ‘though I’m not sure what I could do. Do you have any suggestions?’

‘We should have a threesome,’ said Kalayne. ‘We could take turns wearing the crown.’

Shella and Benel frowned at him.

‘Go to bed, old man,’ she said. ‘You’re drunk.’

‘I will,’ he said, standing, ‘though I’m not drunk enough.’ He picked up the bottle, then bent over and snatched the weedstick from Benel’s lips. He grinned, then staggered off to the spare room.

Shella sat back in her armchair and watched as Benel lit a fresh stick of weed.

‘How did you really get out?’ she said
.

He took a draw. ‘Had to kill two wardens,’ he said. ‘I’m not proud of it. I could have let them live, but they would have seen which way I was going. I used battle-vision, and snapped their necks with my hands. The back wall was unguarded, and I scaled it, then ran to the Rakanese embassy.’ He gazed at her. ‘I’d completely forgotten you’d left for Arakhanah.’

‘Why did you not flee the city?’ she said. ‘You must have known you’d be hunted.’

‘I just thought of you, I don’t know why,’ he said. ‘Kalayne found me, hiding in the bushes at midnight, and let me stay, once I’d told him what had happened to me.’

‘And then the bastard made you go out for booze and weed?’

Benel smiled. ‘Yes.’

Shella shook her head.

‘You take the couch,’ Benel said. ‘I’ll grab a blanket and sleep in the armchair.’

‘I’m not tired,’ she said, sipping her brandy. ‘Do you want to have a couple more drinks, maybe work out how you could make yourself useful?’

Benel passed her the weedstick, and their fingers touched.

His gaze lingered on her for a long moment.

Shella smiled. ‘I get the feeling you’ve thought of something already.’
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Daphne wiped the blood from her knife, and placed the blade back into her boot, ignoring the dead rebel slumped in the chair before her.

Another lead, she thought. Maybe it would be enough. She walked to the back wall of the small chamber, stepping over the blood on the floor. She reached into her pack and lit a cigarette.

Nine days in the capital and she still hadn’t found Douanna or any of the Old Free leadership that Rahain intelligence were convinced were hiding out. She had killed eight in that time, all low-level rebels. The one in the chair was the highest ranking yet. He had been stubborn, and had refused to answer her questions, so she had scoured his mind like a wire brush, ripping the secrets out of him. After she had finished, her knife had been a mercy.

She picked up the pack and slung it over her shoulder, then opened the door a crack and peered out. The corridor was quiet, so she slipped out and locked the door, dropping the key into a deep flowerpot, the contents of which were dried and wilted.

She pulled a hood over her head, and strode down the passageway. She came into a busier hall, and kept going without slowing her step. 
The great hall had once been a municipal library, but had been turned into a doss house for the poor. It was almost winter, and the caverns of the city were cold and under-heated. The government had encouraged the poorest in society to move to warmer locations, where they could get a bed and meals, and they had obliged in great numbers.

Rows of beds stretched across the floor, and people were sitting or lying on them, talking and mending clothes. Daphne walked between them, and with the hood up, no one paid her any attention. Most of the people were old, she noticed. She wondered how long it would take them to find the body in the back room.

The rebel she had questioned had been hiding out among the poor. How many more were doing the same? She knew from what Laodoc had told her that the upper reaches of government and the civil service were riddled with Old Free sympathisers. He had explained that there weren’t enough qualified ex-slaves around to take up some of the senior positions, and he was relying on people he knew were ambiguous in their loyalties.

Worse, the rebel army had disappeared. The imperial divisions had become bogged down in the mountains, facing the enemy across lines of palisades and trenches, and then one day the imperial forces had realised that the rebels had gone. Their fortifications were deserted, and the imperial soldiers were again isolated far from the capital. Laodoc had fired the commanders of the army, which was now beginning its long march home. Rumours had spread that the rebels had a supply of winged gaien from the south of Rahain, which meant their army could be anywhere, preparing to strike without warning.

A coup was imminent, Daphne was certain. Even without the support of the ex-slave populace, the rebels had enough soldiers and conspirators to make the attempt.

She passed a couple of Rahain priests by the door, and stepped out into a large cavern. A street led to the centre of the city, while shops and houses formed a square, where a dried-up fountain sat. She noticed her breath forming a cloud, and tightened her cloak.
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An hour later, Daphne was crouching on the roof of a low warehouse, deep in the bowels of the city. There was almost no lighting in the cavern, and the shadows were deep over the rows of identical stone buildings.

She was a little early, and her mind drifted to Killop and Karalyn. Disappointment filled her. Despite trying every evening since she had arrived, she had not been able to range with her vision to contact her daughter. She had come close in her latest attempt, skimming the borders of Slateford Estate, before exhaustion had pulled her back.

More practice. That’s what she needed. She should have been training ever since she found out she could range, but had never motivated herself to make the effort. And now when she needed it, she could only practise for an hour or so each night, when she should have been trying flat out for days on end. She had also tried to reach Karalyn in her dreams, but again the distance had defeated her. She hoped they were all right without her.

She smiled when she thought of Killop, and longed to be with him again, once she had finished her work in the city. She had got used to living with him, and being apart made her realise how much she loved him. She had told him it would only be for a few days, and begrudged each extra one that passed, but she couldn’t give up, not when she was so close.

A noise drew her attention. She gazed down into the shadowed alleyways that ran between the warehouses, and saw a lamp. She pulled on a thread of battle-vision, and looked closer. It was an old man, a janitor doing the rounds.

She sighed and leaned back on the tiled roof.

They should have arrived by now.

Had she read something wrong in the rebel’s head? She went over the snatches of memory she had stolen from his mind, and re-examined the brief conversation about the meeting that was due in the cavern that night. Before midnight, they had said
.

Maybe they were already there, she thought, and focussed her mind. She sent out her vision, down into the alleyways, ranging from point to point, scanning for anything out of place. She passed the janitor, who was shaking the padlocks on a line of tall lockers, and started checking each warehouse.

Damn it, she thought, seeing a footstep in the dust by a back door. They must have arrived earlier, and she had missed them. She examined the door, and found a keyhole. She concentrated, and sent her vision through into the building, and down a corridor, until she saw the flickering light of a lamp coming from a room. She was already at the limit of her powers, ranging off a dozen points, and through a keyhole, and she sighed at the sight of another one. Cursing her lack of practice, she strained and went through.

Douanna.

The Rahain woman was sitting at the head of a long table, with a dozen other people arranged on benches down each side.

‘…a day of bloody reckoning, when debts will be repaid in full,’ she was saying. ‘All of you have worked for this, and I thank you for your faith in my leadership. Everything is now ready, all of our plans are in motion. The orders have been sent out to seize the organs of government, while our army…’

‘What about the assassins?’ a man asked.

‘What about them?’ she said. ‘They may have killed a few agents, but they haven’t come close to discovering us, and now it’s too late.’

‘But where is Jareov? He was supposed to be here tonight.’

Douanna glanced at the empty space at the table and raised an eyebrow.

‘Very well,’ she said. ‘Maybe you’re right. We’ll cut this meeting short, we’ve covered all the main points. You each know your role tonight. If fortune favours us, the next time we are all together, it will be in the High Senate, with the flag of the old Republic flying from its towers.’

She stood.

‘And the chancellor?
’

Douanna smiled. ‘Laodoc’s head will be parted from his shoulders within the hour. By that time our soldiers will be in the centre of the city, and the traitor’s regime will be over.’

The rest of them got to their feet, and Daphne’s strength failed, her vision snapping back to her body. She doubled over and vomited down the roof. Gripping her stomach, she rolled to her side and lay still, panting, her head and ears throbbing, her teeth aching.

She reached for the flask in her backpack, unscrewed the lid and took a gulp of hot black coffee, thick with sugar. She gagged, but kept it down. She fumbled in the pack for a smoke, and found a stick of keenweed. She lit it and lay down, closing her eyes as the pain receded.

Her relief faded as she went over the meeting she had witnessed in the warehouse. Her hatred for Douanna had returned, after being submerged for so long while she had been in Plateau City, and she felt an urge to hunt her down and kill her. She took another swig of coffee. It would take a few minutes before she would be capable of doing anything. Her frustration grew, and she took a long drag of keenweed.

Douanna was getting away as she lay recovering on the roof, but Daphne knew how fast she could move once she switched into battle-vision. She would catch her, now that she had seen her.

She remembered Laodoc.

She screwed up her eyes and swore. She had failed. The coup was about to go ahead, and she had not been able to stop it; the conspiracy was too entrenched for her to defeat it on her own. She downed the rest of the coffee and finished the weedstick.

‘I’m coming, Laodoc,’ she muttered.
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The corridors and hallways around the chancellor’s apartments were deserted. The usual guard posts were abandoned, and no servants were in sight as Daphne lowered herself from a ceiling panel. She landed on the carpet, and sprinted towards the front door of Laodoc’s quarters, battle-vision powering her steps
.

The door was already open, and she raced through. A crossbow thrummed and a bolt sped past her face. She leapt to the right and punched the rebel soldier in the throat with her left arm guard, crushing his windpipe. She was running before he had toppled to the ground, passing the bodies of two slain servants in the reception hall.

She heard motion from the large office ahead and kicked down the door, drawing her sword at the same time. Five soldiers were dragging Laodoc across the floor, his body limp. Daphne sliced her way through the group before they could turn, pushing her battle-vision to its fullest speed. Blood arced through the air, splashing onto the ceiling and walls as her razor-sharp blade cut down the rebel Rahain.

As soon as the last fell she sheathed her sword and knelt by Laodoc.

He was awake, weeping silent tears, his body shaking.

‘It’s all right,’ she said, cradling his head. She listened for more noise, but heard nothing.

‘Where are your staff and guards?’ she said. ‘We need to get you out of here. The coup’s begun.’

She hauled him to his feet, putting her right arm over his shoulder.

‘Try to walk,’ she said. ‘We have to move.’

Laodoc put one foot ahead of the other, but staggered and swayed, and Daphne strained to keep him upright. She thought of all the ways in and out of the chancellor’s residence. She knew half a dozen that would get her out of the building in minutes, were she on her own. If she had to carry Laodoc all the way, then her options narrowed.

‘Upstairs,’ she said, half-cajoling, half-dragging Laodoc along. The reception room was still empty, excepting the three bodies lying sprawled on the floor, and she pulled Laodoc to the stairwell at the rear of the apartment.

Daphne let her battle-vision take over, and carried the old man up the steep flight, passing the attic level, until they reached the hatch to the roof. She put Laodoc down, and punched the lock off with her left knuckle guard. She flung open the hatch, then picked up Laodoc and pushed him up and out onto the roof. She staggered, and leaned against the wall, panting, then hoisted herself up, closing the hatch behind her
.

The air was chill and dark in the huge central cavern where the chancellor’s residence was located. There were cries and shouts from the streets below, and the thud of marching boots. Smoke was belching out of the upper windows of the old City Council building, and she could hear the sound of steel from over by the Senate.

She glanced at Laodoc, who was lying on the roof next to her, his eyes staring at the smoke rising to their right.

‘The Council’s burning,’ he whispered.

‘I know. Listen, I’m going to leave you for a few minutes. There’s a service hatch in the roof that I can reach, but it’s too high for me to carry you up.’

‘Leave me,’ he said. ‘Save yourself.’

‘Don’t be silly, Laodoc,’ she said. ‘I’m getting you out of here, trust me. I just need to fetch some rope from one of my supply dumps up there, and then I’ll be able to help you climb into the service tunnels, where we’ll be safe.’ She reached into her pack for a flask of water. ‘Have some of this. I’ll be back soon.’

She clambered to her feet, and sprinted for the hatch.
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Several hours later, Daphne sat in the light of a single candle, watching as Laodoc slept. He looked old, and worn out. She had checked him for injuries when they had arrived, but he had none worse than a couple of bruises. She had then left him sleeping in the service tunnel alcove, and taken a look down at the city. Old Free soldiers were swarming through the central caverns, and the imperial flag had been torn down from the Senate building. The rebels had brought in a mass of armed peasants from out-lying rural areas, and they had taken bloody revenge on any ex-slave they had found in the streets, which were awash with blood.

Laodoc stirred, muttered, and woke. He shot upright, staring around.

‘Relax,’ she said. ‘We’re safe. You rested?’

‘Miss Daphne,’ he said, ‘where are we?
’

‘Above the Quartz Caverns.’

‘We need to get to the Senate…’

‘It’s too late.’

Laodoc blinked.

‘The Old Free have taken control,’ she said. ‘Their soldiers are patrolling the streets, along with armed mobs of peasants.’

‘Then I’ve failed,’ he said, hanging his head.

‘I failed you. I couldn’t stop the coup. I’m sorry.’

Laodoc shook his head. ‘It’s not your fault. I should have asked for your assistance earlier, when it might have had a chance of succeeding, but I was too proud.’

‘I saw Douanna tonight.’

‘Did you kill her?’

‘I saw her through range-vision,’ Daphne said. ‘Wasn’t close enough. If what she said was right, then she’s in charge of the city.’

Laodoc’s face rippled with anger. He clenched his fists.

‘Here,’ Daphne said, passing him a flask.

He took a swig, the brandy flushing his cheeks.

She lit a smokestick.

‘I’ll be ready for another burst of battle-vision soon.’

‘Do you have a plan?’

‘We’re getting out of here,’ she said. ‘Fly back to Slateford, if we can.’

‘Why?’

‘With the Old Free in charge, Slateford is at risk,’ she said, ‘but it’s still much safer than here. They won’t have the strength to attack the estate for a long while yet.’

‘I didn’t mean why Slateford,’ he said, ‘I meant why anywhere. Douanna has won. She has destroyed everything I’ve fought for, and I’m not altogether sure I want to be around to see her rule.’

‘You’re not giving up,’ she said. ‘I’m not going to let you. You brought hope to everyone you freed, and now they’re back living under those who want to enslave them again. You’re not abandoning them, Laodoc. In Slateford we can re-group, and make contact with the imperial army. It’s still out there, marching this way. The cause is not lost.
’

‘I’m so tired, Daphne.’

‘I know.’

They sat in silence, while Daphne smoked, feeling her energy return.

She stood. ‘Up.’

Laodoc looked at her with pain in his eyes, but rose to his feet. ‘Is it far?’

‘It’s not close. Come on.’

She took his hand, blew out the candle, and began trotting down the tunnel.




[image: ]








They weaved their way through the service shafts that spread above the main cavern network, heading south towards the edge of the city. They had to halt often, to allow Laodoc to recover. Each time Daphne grew a little more impatient, but stayed cheerful, encouraging him ever onward.

When they dropped out of a hatch, the roads were quiet. At the far end of the tunnel, a shaft of dawn sunlight was breaking through an opening.

‘Nearly there,’ Daphne said, helping Laodoc back to his feet. ‘Happy Winter’s Day.’

‘And to you, my dear.’

She supported him for the final walk, past deserted and boarded up storerooms, until they reached the source of the light. Beyond a low gate, a platform jutted out of the mountainside, and Daphne gasped as she saw the snow-clad hillsides and high valleys.

A pike was waved at them, but the grey-uniformed Holdings woman grasping it said nothing, her mouth open as she stared at Laodoc and Daphne.

‘Morning, trooper,’ Daphne said, showing her agent’s badge. ‘Are there gaien ready back there? We need to get the chancellor of the republic out of the city.
’

The trooper jumped to attention.

‘Yes, ma’am.’ She opened the gate, and Daphne led Laodoc through.

Other imperial troopers emerged from a guardhouse by the gaien stables to their left.

‘Is that the chancellor?’ cried one.

‘Get a carriage ready,’ Daphne said.

An officer strode towards her. ‘What’s going on?’

‘This is Chancellor Laodoc,’ Daphne said, as the Holdings man approached. ‘We need to get him into a flying carriage.’

‘Why?’ the officer said. ‘Is there a problem? Who are you?’

‘I’m Daphne Holdfast,’ she said, to a few gasps from the troopers, ‘currently working for the republic.’

She showed the officer her badge.

‘Daphne Holdfast?’

‘Yes, Lieutenant. There’s been a coup.’

The officer’s mouth opened.

The other troopers crowded round.

‘A coup?’

‘Yes,’ Daphne said, addressing them all. ‘The Old Free have moved their army into the city, and given free rein to the peasants to take their revenge out on the New Free. The Senate has fallen. Chancellor Laodoc, however, is safe.’

‘Thanks to you,’ the old Rahain man said.

The officer shook his head. ‘We’ve not had any orders. Until we’ve had orders I can’t do anything.’

‘Forget your orders,’ Daphne said, ‘I’m giving you new ones. You’re taking the chancellor to Slateford, and I strongly recommend that you withdraw your troopers there at the same time. Do you understand, Lieutenant?’

The officer hesitated.

‘Miss Holdfast,’ cried a trooper who was standing by the gate. ‘Soldiers are coming!’

‘Move!’ Daphne yelled, pulling Laodoc towards the nearest carriage. ‘Get the gaien ready.
’

The troopers scattered, each running to get the carriage prepared, leaving the lieutenant standing alone, his mouth still open.

Four gnarly old winged gaien were led out of their stables, and hitched to the carriage. The sound of shouting reached them, but the troopers kept at their work. Daphne led Laodoc into the carriage, and helped strap him into a seat.

‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ she said.

She jumped back off the carriage to see the gate being swept aside by a swarm of brown-uniformed soldiers. They raced across the platform, cutting down a pair of Holdings troopers who were dragging supplies towards the carriage. They would be at the gaien in seconds.

Daphne drew her sword and surged her battle-vision.

She leapt into the front ranks of Old Free, gliding her sword through the neck of the closest soldier. The soldiers backed off from her, and she carved out a wide space, dropping any within her reach, the blood splattering her black leathers. She heard the carriage move off behind her and pushed her powers further than she had attempted before, moving like lightning among the rebel fighters, dealing death with her blade and armoured fist.

They began to turn and run, and she spun round, racing after the carriage as it gathered speed. Two of the four gaien were already airborne. Daphne sprinted, and leapt just as the carriage cleared the platform and soared into the sky.

She landed back onto the ground with a crunch, and gazed up as the gaien banked and swept their great wings, bearing the carriage further from her with every second.

She pushed herself to her feet, and heard the twang of crossbows. She dived to her right, rolled and ran as fast as she could across the platform, weaving until she barrelled through a tunnel exit. She felt exhaustion flow through her, but powered on, dashing along the tunnel until she saw the entrance to a service shaft. Without pausing, she opened the hatch and jumped in, her heart racing. She closed the hatch behind her and fell to her knees.

Tears came to her eyes and she punched the side of the tunnel
.

She forced herself back up, and began running, knowing the gaien platform behind her would be crawling with rebel soldiers. At least Laodoc and the majority of the imperial troopers had got away, she thought, though she had no idea how she was going to get out of the city.
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The Church Mission stood alone, detached from the other buildings in the central governmental cavern. Its walls had been strengthened and heightened since it had been used as the Holdings embassy. Companies of Old Free soldiers had surrounded the complex, setting up roadblocks around it. From her position on the roof of a neighbouring building, Daphne could see the imperial defenders behind the mission walls, their crossbows ready.

Daphne was aching all over, her nerves were shredded, and she knew her energy levels were low. She lay on the roof, and focussed on the wall’s defenders. She avoided every black-clad deacon, and picked out a young Holdings trooper, positioned halfway down a side wall, near a postern gate.

She visioned into the woman’s head.

Don’t be alarmed. I’m a friend. I need help. Go down the steps and open the side gate.

The trooper staggered, grasping onto the battlements, her eyes staring about.

Don’t panic. I’m a Holdings agent, using vision skills to enter your head. Go downstairs and open the gate. I’m on the roof of the building opposite you.

Daphne exerted some of the push skills that Kalayne had shown her, the ones he used when he wanted to persuade someone.

The trooper squinted up at the roof, and Daphne risked a small wave. The trooper dropped her crossbow in surprise. She bent down to pick it up, then ran to the steps.

Daphne moved. She sprinted to the edge of the roof, and shimmied down the long drainage pipe to the ground, about ten yards to the rear 
of a roadblock. She ran without noise, then leapt up, her feet landing on the shoulders of a rebel soldier. She pushed herself off, and turned through the air above the heads of the soldiers, who stared up at her with mouths open.

Daphne cleared the roadblock, and ran zigzagging for the postern gate as it opened in front of her. Crossbow bolts flew past, hitting the wall and skidding off the cobbles. The gate opened a foot’s width, and she threw herself across the threshold, then kicked the door shut with a thud.

She looked up. The trooper was staring down at her, her eyes wide.

‘Thanks,’ said Daphne, getting up and brushing down her leathers, ‘and apologies for going into your head without asking, but I was in rather a tight spot.’

‘Who are you?’

‘Daphne Holdfast,’ she smiled. ‘Do you fancy taking me to see Father Ghorley?’
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‘I wondered when I’d see you again,’ Ghorley beamed as Daphne was led into his office. ‘Please, have a seat. Smoke? Drink? Are you hungry?’

Daphne sat, and took a cigarette, while Ghorley gestured to an aide for tea.

‘I’m a little tired,’ she said. ‘I’ve been burning vision for hours straight.’

‘Ahh,’ Ghorley said, as tea was served. ‘Well, you’re welcome to use our facilities. Get yourself rested and refreshed.’

Daphne narrowed her eyes. ‘Why are you being nice?’

‘Come now,’ he laughed, ‘I know you’ve been working for the government, right up to last night’s coup. And doing a good job, by all accounts.’

‘Not good enough.’

‘I don’t know, wasn’t it you that got the chancellor out of the city?’

‘You heard about that?
’

‘I have also been using my powers,’ Ghorley said, sipping his tea. ‘Inside the head of a minor rebel functionary I learned that Chancellor Laodoc was seen flying out of an imperial gaien port at dawn this morning, aided by persons unknown. Well, now I know.’

Daphne nodded.

‘So we’re on the same side, yes?’ Ghorley said.

‘For now. Why haven’t the Old Free attacked the mission?’

‘I’m guessing that they want to use us as bargaining chips,’ Ghorley said. ‘Hostages, in case the empire retaliates. Also, we’re a lot better defended this time. I was here when the old embassy was over-run, we had barely a dozen guards to protect us then. Now we have a full company of soldiers and dozens of burly One True Path deacons.’ He smiled. ‘And you, of course.’

‘Is Douanna in charge of the city?’

‘She is,’ he said. ‘The banner of the old Republic is flying from the senate building again.’

‘The streets are quiet,’ she said. ‘Everyone’s gone indoors.’

‘Not for long,’ Ghorley said. ‘The people will rise up against their old oppressors. It’s not over yet.’

‘You might be right.’

He eyed her. ‘So, why did you come here?’

‘It’s more comfortable than sleeping in a service tunnel.’

‘I would have thought you’d be on your way back to Slateford.’

‘I tried,’ she said. ‘Every gate of the city is locked down, and there are no winged gaien anywhere. I know a few unguarded hatches that lead out onto the mountainside, but that would mean days of hiking through waist-high snow to reach the road south. Which I fully intend to do, once I’ve got my strength back.’

Ghorley nodded. ‘Well as I said, you can stay here as long as you like. It’ll give me an opportunity to try to persuade you to come and work for us.’

‘It’s never going to happen. And besides, you know that the Lord Vicar wants me as far away as possible. What would he think if he knew you were trying to recruit me? And what about the One True 
Path? You can’t possibly believe that they’d welcome me working alongside them.’

‘Let me worry about all that.’

‘You don’t need to worry,’ Daphne said, stubbing her cigarette out, ‘because I’ll never work for the church again.’

Ghorley sighed. ‘More tea?’






Chapter 23



Watching the Firewitch
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idfort, Sanang/Plateau Frontier – Winter’s Day 506


The constant drumming of raindrops on the canvas covering his barred wagon had kept Agang awake for most of the night. His blankets were cold and damp, and the wooden floor of his cage was slimy and starting to rot.

It had been B’Dang’s idea to have Agang transported in a cage-wagon, so that the army could see their prisoner. The small squad of Keira’s nearest had kept the more enthusiastic warriors from getting too close, but he had been able to hear their jeers and insults every day since they had moved out from the Mya river.

Ahead, the forest came to an unnatural end.

He had seen it before, but it still disturbed him. Over the four years spanning the Holdings invasions of his land, the occupiers had felled millions of trees, clearing a strip a dozen miles wide, running the length of the frontier wall, and leaving a vast desert of dead stumps and muddy cart-tracks. The firewitch’s army was assembling along the treeline, taking up miles on either side of Agang’s wagon. Well over a hundred and fifty thousand warriors according to Kylon, a man whose heart was as black as his clothes. Agang feared him, he seemed to care for nothing 
except the destruction of the world, and was the one person the firewitch seemed to take advice from.

B’Dang had been relegated in the insurgency’s decision-making process to a mere onlooker, and though he raged and fumed at the meetings of the leadership, he strutted about in front of the warriors as if he believed he was still in charge.

The rain eased off, and Agang saw the white-faced witch emerge from a tent with Fern, who was carrying a basket. His stomach growled.

‘Morning,’ said Flora as they approached.

He sat up, ignoring the chill in his bones.

The witch turned to Fern.

‘Now,’ she said, ‘like we practised.’

The young Sanang woman blushed.

‘Remember,’ Flora said, ‘be assertive.’

‘Here’s your breakfast, prisoner,’ Fern said, keeping her eyes lowered.

‘Hmmm, that was all right,’ Flora said, as Fern lifted the basket up to the bars of the cage.

‘Thank you,’ Agang said, emptying it of its contents. He sat back, and took a long drink from the skin of rainwater, then tore into the hunk of cornbread.

He preferred it when Niall brought him his meals, as the trooper liked to hang around and chat, and sometimes even gave Agang a smoke. Flora looked at him with disdain, and had taken to bringing Fern with her wherever she went, filling her head with Holdings nonsense.

‘Are we attacking today?’ he asked.

‘Wait and see,’ Flora said, watching Fern as she removed the empty basket.

Fern raised her eyes. ‘Happy Winter’s Day.’

Agang smiled at her and she looked away.

‘Is that today?’ Flora said. ‘Had completely forgotten.’

‘Good morning, slave,’ B’Dang said
.

Agang turned, and saw the warlord walking towards his wagon, with a handful of other Sanang chiefs following him.

B’Dang eyed him up and down, his smile disappearing.

‘Has someone sent him a healer?’ he said to Flora.

The white-faced witch shrugged. ‘Not that I know of.’

‘He looks too fucking healthy after twelve nights in the cage,’ B’Dang said, narrowing his eyes. ‘It’s been raining for fucking days, he should be freezing his ass off by now.’

Agang said nothing, continuing to eat.

‘A few more cold nights will break him,’ said one of the chiefs.

‘I’d be happy to speed up the process,’ said another.

B’Dang grinned. ‘Give me five minutes and a rusty knife, and I could bring you a toe, a testicle and a tooth.’

‘I’d watch that,’ laughed a chief.

‘I’m going to make sure you get a good view today, slave,’ B’Dang said to Agang. ‘Then maybe after we could see about relieving you of a few body parts.’

Agang ignored him.

B’Dang leered around, and spotted Fern. He swaggered over to her.

‘You watch me in battle, little girl,’ he grinned. ‘I’ll make you wet, and when I get back, drenched in the blood of my enemies, if you want me to fuck you I won’t say no.’

The chiefs sniggered as the girl went red and stared at the ground.

The white-faced witch stepped between them, her hand on her crossbow.

‘Leave her be.’

B’Dang baulked, and his grin faded.

‘If you say so,’ B’Dang said. ‘Looking at you puts me right off anyway.’

There were a few nervous laughs from the chiefs.

Flora stared at them and they fell silent.

‘Come on, lads,’ B’Dang said. ‘We’ve got a battle to get ready for.’

The group of chiefs nodded and followed B’Dang down to where the command tents were sited
.

When they were out of sight, Fern sighed. ‘Thank you.’

Flora shrugged.

‘You’ve some set of balls on you,’ Agang said.

Flora narrowed her eyes. ‘Balls are soft and squidgy, they’re not hard. It’s the one place in a man where if you kick him he’s sure to go down.’

Fern let out a loud laugh, then put her hand over her mouth, going red.

Agang frowned.

‘B’Dang’s just a bully,’ Flora went on. ‘He knows that Keira would torch his arse off if he touched me or Fern.’

‘And he thinks you’re a witch,’ he said.

‘Yeah, that helps,’ Flora said, a smile almost on her lips.

Agang leaned forward. Flora had never said much to him, and he longed for some conversation and company.

‘I had plans,’ he said, ‘to improve the life of women in Sanang, but decided I had to free the slaves first. I thought it would be too disruptive to try both at the same time.’

Flora stared at him.

‘For a long time,’ he said, ‘I was advised by Chane of Hold Clement, a fine woman, whom I freed. If she were here now she would tell you that I always planned to help women…’

‘You married Fern to your nephew,’ Flora said. ‘She’s fourteen.’

Agang blinked.

‘You saw her,’ Flora went on, ‘not as a person, but as the heir to her dead father’s land and titles. That’s what you wanted, and don’t try to pretend otherwise.’

Agang took a breath.

‘I won’t,’ he said. ‘You’re right.’ He looked through the bars at Fern. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Sorry won’t bring her childhood back,’ Flora spat, getting closer to the cage.

‘I made a mistake,’ he said. ‘It was why Chane left…’

He stopped, as tears welled in his eyes. He sobbed, bowing his head 
to hide the shame he felt surging through him. ‘I should have listened to her.’

Flora paused, her anger fading as he wept.

‘Pyre’s arse-hair,’ Leah muttered, coming out of a tent with Niall. ‘What the fuck did you say to him? He’s greetin’ like a bairn.’

‘I think he’s having a moment of clarity,’ Flora said.

‘Bit fucking late for that,’ Leah said.

‘Here, mate,’ Niall said, passing him a lit smokestick through the bars.

‘Fucksake, Niall,’ Leah said. ‘He’s not yer mate.’

The trooper shrugged.

Agang put the weedstick to his lips and inhaled, the drugs calming him. He rubbed his eyes.

‘Finished?’ Leah asked him.

‘Yes.’

‘Good. We’ll be moving soon. You’ll be up where the action’ll be. Right behind Keira.’

‘Is she going to assault the wall?’

‘That would be telling.’

‘How’s Hodang?’

‘Making himself useful.’

‘Send him my greetings,’ Agang said. ‘He hasn’t come near the wagon since we left the Mya.’

Leah nodded.

Flora approached.

‘Did you send him a healer, boss?’

‘What?’ Leah said. ‘No. Well not since the day we captured Broadwater. Why?’

‘Nothing,’ Flora said. ‘Just some crap B’Dang was saying.’

‘That fuckhead paid you a visit did he? What did he want?’

Flora shrugged. ‘He tried to get a rise out of Agang. Failed.’

Leah glanced at him.

‘Could we not just kill the little shit and be done with it?’ Niall said.

‘We need him a bit longer,’ Leah said to them. ‘Without him as a 
Sanang figurehead, who knows how many would leave before we’ve had a chance to topple the empire.’

Agang snorted, and Leah turned to him, her eyes dark.

‘And you’d better not repeat one fucking word of that, you understand?’

‘I would never say a thing to help that bastard.’

Leah nodded.

‘Hold tight, crew,’ she said to Flora, Niall and Fern. ‘We’ll be out of this country soon.’

‘Thank fuck for that,’ Niall muttered.

The flap of the large tent to their left opened, and Keira strode out, stretching and yawning. She stared up at the sky, watching the grey clouds being chased to the east by a steady westerly.

‘Missed the sunrise, eh?’ she said to no one in particular. ‘Hoi Kylon, get yer lazy arse out here, we’re late.’

Kylon emerged from the tent, his eyes bleary, and a shadow across his unshaven face.

‘Go on, give us a smile,’ Keira smirked.

He shook his head, face like thunder.

‘Anyone got a smoke?’ Keira said. ‘Niall?’

‘Sure, boss,’ the trooper said, taking out a weedstick and lighting it. He passed it to her.

She took a draw, and grinned.

‘It’s going to be a braw day,’ she said. She glanced at Agang, who was watching from the shadows of the cage. ‘How’s it going eight-thirds? Looking forward to the show?’

‘It’ll be nice to be warm for a change.’

Keira cackled.

‘Stop wasting time,’ Kylon said, a frown creasing his face. ‘We need to get on with the job.’

‘Fucksake ya moaning wee bastard,’ Keira said. ‘We’ve got all day.’

‘Every day that passes brings the church closer to the completion of their plan.’

Keira scowled at him. ‘Would ye stop fucking going on about it? 
We’re going as fast as we fucking can, all because you keep on with yer prophecies of doom. I’m sick of hearing about it.’

She took another draw of the smokestick, glaring at him.

‘The church have all they need,’ Kylon went on. ‘Now they’ve got Rakanese mages, nothing can stop them, except us.’

‘Rakanese what?’ said Leah. ‘I’ve not heard this bit before.’

‘I spoke with Kalayne last night,’ he said. ‘Time is running out. The church now have mages from all nations, all the peoples of this world. The Rakanese were the last to arrive.’

‘I refused to hand over any mages,’ Agang said.

Kylon turned his dark eyes to face him.

‘It made no difference,’ he said. ‘They found Sanang mages regardless.’

‘What are they going to do with them?’ Agang asked.

Kylon’s eyes turned cold.

‘Destroy the world.’
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The enormous Sanang army pulled itself from the forest and marched through the wilderness of stumps. Hundreds of wagons toiled along the tracks, axle-deep in mud, pushed by scores of warriors. Many were laden with firewood, and the army hauled them forwards, until they came in sight of the wall.

The great Holdings Frontier Wall. Agang had seen it before. He remembered ordering an all-out assault on it, and had witnessed hundreds of his warriors cut down. From his elevated position on the cage-wagon, Agang gazed at the line of Sanang marching towards the wall. It stretched out for miles in both directions.

In front of his wagon walked the firewitch and her entourage. Niall caught his eye and winked. The sun burst out from behind a cloud, brightening the view and drying the wet ground. A horn blast called out, and the lines of Sanang halted, just out of missile range.

Ahead of them was the castle of Midfort, the great bastion on the 
wall, with a town nestling behind it that was bigger than any in Sanang. Ten thousand inhabitants. Agang wondered if they had been evacuated, or whether the imperial soldiers believed they could hold back the firewitch.

Agang scanned the walls that rose above the huge set of gates that led to the Plateau. Imperial soldiers lined the battlements, their steel helmets shining in the sunlight.

Keira sauntered past the wagon, Kylon by her side. They looked down the ranks of Sanang warriors, watching as the wagons of firewood were unloaded to create four great dumps, piled high behind the lines. Kylon was squinting at the castle. He said something to Keira, who opened her mouth and stared at the walls.

‘Fuck,’ she cried, her smile twisting downwards.

Flora and Niall glanced at each other.

‘What is it?’ Agang said, coming to the front of the cage where the two Holdings were on sentry duty.

‘There’s Kellach up on the walls,’ Niall said, ‘wearing imperial uniforms.’

Agang turned back to the gatehouse. At that distance he could make out a height difference between some groups of defenders.

‘We knew this might be the case,’ Kylon said to the firewitch.

‘You cold-hearted bastard,’ she said.

‘It needs to be done.’

‘I fucking know that,’ she cried, ‘but this leaves a sour taste in the mouth.’

She raised her arm, and two of the four huge bonfires were lit.

The warriors started chanting. ‘Kill-kill. Kill-kill. Kill-kill.’

Keira strode to an empty spot in front of Agang’s wagon, where she had a clear view of the fort. Fern rushed after her, carrying a pack. She offered Keira a drink.

Keira smiled at the girl and took a swig. She rolled her shoulders, and lifted her right hand.

A fireball rose from each of the lit bonfires. She flicked her wrist, and with a whoosh they flew up towards the walls, covering the 
distance in seconds. They soared over the fort, landing in the town beyond with an explosion that rumbled the ground. As Agang was staring at the two plumes of smoke rising from behind the wall, another pair of fireballs arced overhead. And another. Agang turned back to watching Keira. She was staring at the fort, but stood relaxed, her right wrist flicking every few seconds, sending another pair of fireballs into the town.

Even with an opposing wind, Agang could hear the screams. Dozens of pillars of smoke were now ascending from the streets and buildings shielded by the fort.

Keira lowered her hand, and the bombardment ceased.

‘That should keep them busy,’ she said. Fern offered her a smoke, and she smiled and took it. Agang stared at her as she stood chatting and laughing with the Sanang girl, while the town of Midfort was engulfed with flames.

She did some stretches, and cracked her knuckles.

‘You’ll like this,’ she smirked at Agang.

She raised her hands, twisting them in sinuous patterns, and flames from the two lit bonfires rose into the air, one long tendril from each. They met in the sky midway between the Sanang lines and the fort, and combined, forming a long sheet of fire, thin but wide, and growing larger with every second, until it formed a great fiery blade, its edge facing the top of the fort.

When the fuel from the two bonfires was exhausted, Keira pushed her hands out in front of her, and the blade of fire roared towards the gatehouse battlements. It met the walls with a crash of flames, screams, sparks and blinding light. Keira grunted, and dug her heels in as she pushed. The blade, thin at its leading edge, began slicing through the red-hot rock of the battlements, peeling it off like a knife through an onion. The entire top of the fort was glowing, and great cracks began splitting its wall, jagging down from where the fiery blade was cutting through the blocks. The gatehouse tower toppled and fell, cut through by the sheet of fire.

Keira panted, and dropped her hands. Fern gave her a skin of ale, 
and she drank it down, while the Sanang warriors watched in awe, their chants of kill-kill low and droning.

The firewitch sat on the ground and admired her handiwork, a weedstick hanging from her lips. The top half of the gatehouse fortress was roaring in flames, its stones growing red. Smoke was belching from every arrow slit, along with the cries of those being roasted alive.

Kylon walked over to her, and asked her something. She nodded, and Kylon raised his arm. Horns echoed across the front, and the Sanang hordes began their advance towards the wall, their pace slow and steady.

Keira stood, passing the smokestick to Fern, who held it at arms-length.

She signalled for the last two bonfires to be lit, and they went up in seconds, thick black smoke curling above their roaring flames.

‘I had those two doused in oil,’ Keira grinned at him. ‘Sticks to anything it lands on.’

Agang gazed on in silence, his heart pounding as he watched.

She turned to the walls, waiting, watching the warriors quicken their advance. They entered bow range, and crossbows shot out from above the walls to either side of the fort, felling the front ranks of Sanang.

Keira raised her arms, and two long, whip-like streams of flame rose from the bonfires. She flung her palms out, and the two fiery whips tore across the face of the wall, clearing the battlements of imperial soldiers with a spray of fire. Troopers fell, aflame and screaming, and the Sanang warriors charged, their ladders carried to the front ranks as they approached the walls.

Keira turned to face the enormous Midfort gates, standing solid and strong at the end of the road ahead of her. Charging Sanang warriors were nearing it, and Keira lifted her right hand, her fingers formed into a spearhead. A thick coil of fire rose from a bonfire, and sped like an arrow towards the gates. As wide as a barrel and fifty yards long, it tore through the air above the heads of the advancing Sanang, who dived to the ground. It hit the centre of the gates, and blew them 
off in a great explosion, fragments of steel and wood flying through the air.

The fire arrow continued into the entrance tunnel, blasting through the debris that had been piled up behind it to keep them out. Flames and smoke vomited out from the broken gates, and the Sanang warriors roared in triumph and got to their feet, resuming their charge.

Agang watched the howling warriors run through the gates and into Midfort. Soon thousands were bunched up before the gatehouse, shoving to get through, while ladders had been placed in over a dozen positions against the walls. He bowed his head.

‘Did you fucking see that?’ the firewitch yelled at him.

Agang said nothing.

Keira banged on the bars. ‘Come on,’ she grinned. ‘That was fucking amazing and you know it.’

He stared at her. ‘You’re the most dangerous person in the world.’

She beamed. ‘Thanks.’

Fern passed her a drink.

Keira sniffed it. ‘Got anything stronger? Sanang ale tastes like donkey piss.’

Fern rooted around in her pack, and produced a bottle.

Keira bit the cork and spat it out. She took a swig. ‘Aye, that’ll do.’

She patted the girl on the head.

‘You’ve been a good helper today,’ she said, ‘and you whine a lot less than Flora and Niall. Even Leah’s been getting on my case these days.’

‘I hate the Holdings,’ Fern said. ‘I don’t care if you kill them all.’

Keira raised an eyebrow. ‘No, just the ones in our way.’

Kylon came over.

‘Good job,’ he said.

Keira frowned at him.

He ignored her expression. ‘It’ll take a while for all of the warriors to get through. After that, we’ll have to go after them. We can’t leave them too long in the town. They’ll all get drunk and wasted on dreamweed. The imperials will have an army somewhere close by, probably rushing towards us. We’ll need to be in a position to defend ourselves soon.
’

‘I didn’t listen to a fucking word of that,’ Keira said. ‘Just thought you should know.’

Kylon gave her look that would have melted a lesser being, but Keira just laughed.

He turned and strode off, his head bowed.

The firewitch caught Agang gazing at her. She stood for a moment, then passed him the bottle. He took a long drink then passed it back.

‘He has a dark soul,’ Agang said.

‘Who, Kylon?’ Keira said, grinning. ‘I’m sure he loves people to think so. He’s a cuddly wee bear on the inside, but.’

‘Why are you doing this?’

She looked at him like he was an idiot.

‘The empire needs to fall,’ she said, ‘and I’m the one who’s going to bring it down.’

There was a sustained scream from beyond the gates, and they fell silent, gazing at the walls. The crowd of Sanang waiting to get into Midfort was still thousands strong, and groups continued to scale the ladders along the walls to either side. Niall and Flora joined Keira and Fern by the wagon, then Leah arrived, and they shared a few smokesticks as they watched the fall of Midfort. In the cage beside them, Agang noticed that Leah and the two Holdings stood a little apart from the firewitch, their expressions grim.

After a while a messenger ran from the diminishing horde of warriors by the gates, and sped up towards them. Kylon stepped into the scout’s path, questioned him, then accompanied the scout up to where Keira was standing.

The messenger fell to his knees. ‘Keira firewitch, Keira firewitch,’ he repeated.

‘Get the fuck on with it.’

‘An entire imperial army is in Midfort, Keira firewitch,’ the messenger cried. ‘There are no civilians in the town that we’ve seen. The imperials are dug in on the eastern side of town. Chief B’Dang requests some mage assistance.’

‘Does he, eh?’ Keira smirked. ‘Wee tosser.’ She glanced at the two 
remaining bonfires, which were still ablaze, through burning lower than before. ‘Distance and numbers?’

‘Range is between two and a half to three thousand yards. Chief B’Dang estimates thirty to forty thousand imperial troops are in the town.’

‘All right,’ she said. ‘Tell him it’ll start in twenty minutes.’

The messenger got to his feet, bowing, then sped off down the hill.

‘Are you not going to give them a chance to surrender?’ Agang said.

‘No.’

He shook his head at her, but she had already turned away.

‘Get the two bonfires under control,’ she said, ‘and I’ll need a spotter on the wall.’

Leah stepped forwards as Kylon shouted out orders to the fire teams.

‘I’ll do it,’ she said.

Keira nodded.

Leah turned to Niall. ‘You’re coming.’

The trooper frowned, and nudged Flora. ‘I’ll swap with you, if you want. I don’t mind looking after Fern.’

‘Fuck off,’ she scowled. ‘Do you think I want to watch thousands of Holdings get burned to death?’

‘Do you think I do?’

‘Stop fucking about and come on,’ Leah said, setting off for the gatehouse.

Niall spat on the ground and chased after Leah.

‘See,’ Keira said to Kylon. ‘All yer worrying was for nothing. The imperial army is exactly where we want them, the stupid fucks.’

Kylon shrugged. ‘We got lucky,’ he said. ‘And it’s not over yet. There are still thousands of them left to kill.’

‘When have I ever let you down?’ she grinned.

‘What happens after?’ Agang cried out.

Keira turned.

‘After you’ve destroyed the world,’ Agang yelled. ‘What then?’

‘You’re a fool,’ Kylon said. ‘We’re not destroying the world, we’re 
saving it. If we’re ruthless, it’s because we’re running out of time to stop the Emperor’s plan.’

‘You’re all insane,’ Agang cried. ‘Fucking mad. Do you hear the words you’re saying?’ He gazed at the faces staring at him. ‘Flora?’ he said. ‘Do you believe it?’

The white-faced witch squinted at him. ‘Do you think I’d be here if I didn’t? We slaughtered our way through Sanang, and now we’re doing the same to the Holdings. We have to see it through to the end, we have to stop the Emperor, otherwise all this will have been for nothing.’

‘The deaths we’ve caused,’ Kylon said, ‘are insignificant compared to the annihilation that will follow if we fail.’

Agang blinked, then started to laugh, tears flowing down his face.

Keira smirked. ‘You can thank us when it’s over.’
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Frost had turned the neat mansion gardens a sparkling white. On the path were one large set of footprints, and a smaller set to the side, as Karalyn toddled by Killop, holding onto his hand. The sun had come out that morning after days of cloud, and he had wrapped her up against the cold and taken her for a walk.

He paused, as she bent over to pick up a stone from the path.

She had asked for her mama when she had awoken, as she had every day since Daphne had left for the capital. Killop had stopped smoking keenweed in case she had been trying to contact them, but there had been no sign of her. Without the narcotics to send him into a deep sleep, Karalyn had been in his dreams each night. He had been wary at first, but had begun to enjoy it. She had taken him on night flights over Slateford, copying what Daphne had done, and he had felt her emotions soar through him as they flew over the villages and fields of the estate.

In Daphne’s absence, Karalyn’s mind sought him out often, and he began to anticipate whatever it was she wanted, whether food or her nappy changed, before she could ask. Bridget and Bedig had both 
expressed surprise at Killop’s growing skills, and he had detected a hint of envy in the Brig man.

‘Beetle,’ she said.

‘No, wee-bear,’ he said. ‘That’s a stone.’

A squirrel ran across the path, its grey fur flashing in the frost.

Karalyn pointed. ‘Hedgehog.’

Killop smiled. ‘Close.’

She ran after it, chasing it into the bushes.

Killop rubbed his hands together, and breathed long and deep. The chill air was crisp and fine, and he could close his eyes and almost imagine he was back in Kell. Apart from the sound of Karalyn scampering about the bushes, there was complete silence, and were it not for his worry over Daphne it would have been the perfect morning.

Where was she?

He had no doubts about her abilities, but stray crossbow bolts were no respecters of skill. The Old Free rebel army was still blockading the estate, and no word had gone in or out for days. Anything could be happening beyond their borders, and all they could do was wait.

‘She’s going to get her clothes dirty, Chief,’ he heard Draewyn say.

He opened his eyes, and his smile dropped.

‘Good morning, Draewyn,’ he said. ‘Happy Winter’s Day.’

‘And to you,’ she said, pulling the child from the bushes.

‘Let her play,’ Killop said.

Draewyn ignored him, brushing down Karalyn’s coat with her hand.

The squirrel dashed out from under the bush and raced down the path.

Karalyn shrieked, and sped after it.

Draewyn tutted as the child evaded her grasp, and she turned to Killop and raised an eyebrow.

‘Surprised to see you out and about so early, Chief.’

‘We might be the only two adults in Slateford without hangovers.’

‘If you’d wanted a drink, you should have asked me. I’d have babysat. The chief should be out enjoying himself with his clansfolk on Winter’s Eve, not staying in changing nappies.
’

‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘Bedig also offered, but I wanted to spend it with my daughter. We went to a few parties to say hello. It was a late night for her.’

Draewyn frowned. ‘Left holding the baby, Chief? While her mother’s off doing pyre knows what in the city. It’s worked out quite well for her, hasn’t it?’

Killop glanced at Karalyn up ahead on the path, and began walking after her, Draewyn following. He had to control his feelings. He could feel anger rising in him, and knew he had to calm himself before the child picked up on it.

He reached Karalyn and took her hand.

‘Dada,’ she said, handing him a stone.

He smiled, then turned to Draewyn, saying nothing.

The Domm woman frowned.

‘Are you feeding her properly?’ she said. ‘She could do with a bit more weight on her, she’s like a frail wee doll.’

‘Daphne says she looks and acts twice her age, compared to Holdings children.’

‘But isn’t she half-Kellach Brigdomin? You should be feeding her up, encouraging her to grow.’

‘Leave her to develop at her own rate,’ Killop said, fighting feelings of annoyance. ‘She’s the only half-Holdings, half-Kellach child in the world, as far we know. Let her find her own pace.’

‘Well,’ she said. ‘What do I know? I only had four children of my own.’

‘And I’m grateful for your advice.’

She squinted at him, pursing her lip.

‘I see that the saga of Bridget and Bedig is still going on,’ she said. ‘On, off. On, off. I never know what I should say to them, because their relationship changes day to day. And I never thought I’d see Bridget acting like a teenage lassie. I’m not sure her mind is completely on the job.’

Karalyn frowned, and Killop took a breath, trying to fight his anger.

He smiled. ‘What a beautiful morning.
’

‘Eh?’ Draewyn said. ‘Oh, aye. I suppose it is. What’s that?’

She pointed up at the sky, and Killop turned to look. Above the horizon to the north was a tiny dark speck, with a cluster of even smaller specks above.

‘Winged gaien,’ he muttered, hope filling his heart.

He began walking back towards the mansion, Karalyn’s hand in his, and Draewyn next to them.

‘Who do you think it is?’ she said. ‘Have you had word that anyone was coming?’

He shook his head, his eyes on the approaching black dots in the sky.

‘Mama?’ Karalyn said.

‘I don’t know, wee bear.’

They walked under the arched trellises that marked the edge of the gardens, and came out into the courtyard in front of the mansion. It was empty, and a fresh wind was blowing across it. By the entrance to the mansion two guards stood, leaning against a pillar. Their eyes were closed, and their faces pale.

Killop strode up to them.

‘Good morning,’ he cried, and the pair jumped.

‘Chief,’ one groaned.

‘Anything to report?’ he said.

They glanced at each other, shaking their heads.

‘No winged gaien approaching, for instance?’ He pointed at the sky.

The guards squinted.

‘Sorry, boss.’

‘Good time last night?’

‘Maybe too good, boss.’

Killop laughed. ‘Just as well it’s Winter’s Day,’ he said, ‘otherwise you’d both be cleaning the toilets for a third.’

‘Sorry, boss.’

He nodded. ‘One of you, go fetch Bridget, and wake up the guards on dayshift.’

The shorter guard saluted and ran inside the mansion
.

‘You’re too soft on them, Chief,’ Draewyn said, as the other guard looked away, her face red. ‘I’d be happy to oversee some punishment for sleeping on duty.’

Killop bit his lip. He had kept his temper for ten days, determined not to pass bad feelings onto his daughter, and wondered if folk thought he was acting strange. Were they used to him shouting all the time and getting angry?

‘Not on the holiday, Draewyn,’ he said, ‘but if they do it again, they’re all yours.’

He watched as the flying carriage drew closer. After a few minutes a squad of militia came out from the mansion.

‘Squad leader,’ Killop said. ‘Take up position to welcome the carriage, but stay ready. We have no idea who’s inside.’

‘Aye, Chief,’ she nodded, and the squad moved down into the courtyard.

As the gaien flew nearer, Killop caught a glimpse of the star insignia on the side of the carriage.

‘Imperial colours,’ he said.

‘Is that good or bad?’ Draewyn said.

‘Let’s see.’

His heart was pounding, and he tried to control his breathing. Karalyn was quiet beside him, gazing down at the steps leading to the mansion doors.

The four large winged beasts circled overhead, then began to lower the carriage into the centre of the courtyard. Once it had landed, a Holdings trooper clambered out through a hatch on the roof of the wooden structure, and unchained the gaien, who flew off towards the mountains to the south. The trooper climbed down to the ground, and banged on the carriage door.

It fell open, and two more Holdings troopers peered out. They saw Killop and the Kellach militia, then took a step outside, swinging their crossbows over their shoulders and holding their hands out-stretched.

Killop began walking towards them, as other troopers disembarked. At the rear, two were helping someone to the exit
.

‘Laodoc,’ Killop said, as the old man stepped out onto the courtyard, the last to leave. Killop’s eyes scanned the empty carriage, his hopes sinking.

Karalyn started to cry and he picked her up.

Laodoc approached, flanked by imperial troopers.

‘Chief Killop,’ he said, his expression drawn and exhausted.

‘Where’s Daphne?’

Laodoc’s face fell, and Karalyn’s cries grew louder.

‘It’s all right, wee bear,’ Killop said, rocking her in his arms.

‘She didn’t make it on board,’ Laodoc said. ‘She stayed behind to fight off Old Free rebels, so that we could leave.’

‘You left her?’

An imperial officer stepped forward, a tall Holdings man.

‘We had to,’ he said. ‘The carriage was already airborne when she tried to board, and we couldn’t turn round for her. It would have been suicide.’

‘Who the fuck are you?’ Killop said.

‘Ahh, I’m Lieutenant…’

‘I don’t care,’ Killop said, staring at the troopers. ‘Did anyone see what happened to Daphne after you took off?’

‘She ran, sir,’ a young Holdings woman said. ‘I saw her run for a tunnel.’

‘She was still alive?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Killop puffed out his cheeks, his heart hammering. He closed his eyes and breathed, trying to force calm thoughts through his mind, as Karalyn continued to cry on his shoulder, tears and snot covering her face.

‘I’m sorry,’ Laodoc said. ‘Truly. She saved my life from Old Free assassins, and led me to safety.’

Killop said nothing.

‘Shall we go inside?’ said Draewyn. ‘You look like you all could do with some breakfast.’

‘That would be wonderful, ma’am,’ the lieutenant said
.

Draewyn smiled, and gestured at the troopers to enter the mansion.

‘There’s a dining hall on the right as you go in,’ she said. ‘Get yourself seated, and I’ll speak to the kitchen.’

Killop opened his eyes. The troopers were filing past him and Karalyn, following Draewyn inside.

Laodoc remained. ‘We should talk, Killop. Urgently.’

He nodded. ‘Let’s find Bridget.’

Killop left Draewyn to look after the troopers downstairs and helped Laodoc up the steps to the upper floor of the mansion, where Bridget was pulling on her boots.

‘I’m nearly ready, Chief,’ she cried. ‘Just a second…’ She tailed off as she saw Laodoc.

‘Good morning Bridget,’ he said.

‘Fuck me,’ she said. ‘The chancellor.’ She looked from Killop to the old Rahain. ‘I’m going to assume you’re not here to wish us a happy Winter’s Day.’

‘Is Bedig in there?’ Killop asked, nodding at her bedroom door. ‘I need him to watch Karalyn for a bit.’

‘Aye,’ she grinned.

The old Rahain tried to smile. ‘I never would have thought of you and Bedig together.’

‘Why not?’ Bridget frowned.

Laodoc went red.

She laughed, then stood and went to her door.

‘Take a seat,’ Killop said to Laodoc, while he rubbed Karalyn’s back. Her cries had stopped, but she was still sniffing and whispering ‘mama’ in his ear.

Bridget came back out of her room with Bedig, who was wearing a pair of shorts and tying back his unruly red hair. He saw Karalyn and held out his arms.

Killop passed his daughter to him.

He gazed at Laodoc.

‘Might I get angry with what you have to say?’

Laodoc nodded
.

Killop glanced back at Bedig. ‘Best you take her into another room.’

‘Aye, Chief,’ Bedig said. He faced the child in his arms. ‘Come on, wee one, let’s go and play. You’ll see daddy again soon.’

When they had gone, Killop poured some estate wine into three glasses, and sat down next to Bridget and Laodoc.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘Let’s talk.’
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Food was brought up, and while they ate Laodoc told them what had happened in the city over the previous day and night. Bridget and Killop listened in silence as the old man described the attack by the assassins, and his rescue by Daphne.

When he had finished, Killop stared at his plate and said nothing.

‘This is fucked up,’ Bridget said. ‘The Old Free rebels are in charge of the capital? Where’s the imperial army?’

‘Still over a hundred miles away,’ said Laodoc. ‘Fifteen days from here, perhaps.’

‘And the other cities? Tahrana?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘What about the old alliance army?’ she went on. ‘Is it still in the Plateau?’

‘They’ve got their hands full fighting the Sanang insurgency,’ Laodoc said. ‘Last I heard, they had been moved up to the old frontier wall on the Sanang border, in the far north-west of the Plateau. They won’t be coming to reinforce us any time soon, I’m afraid.’

‘Slateford is at risk,’ Bridget said, sipping her wine. ‘Do they plan on attacking?’

‘I think that would be a foolish move on their part,’ he said, ‘but one never knows with Douanna.’

‘And the ex-slaves in the city, the New Free?’ she said. ‘You mentioned massacres?’

‘Angry, fearful peasants, taking what they think is revenge on the freed slaves,’ Laodoc said, shaking his head. ‘Fed lies by the Old Free, 
encouraged into believing that if the ex-slaves win, then they must be the losers, instead of understanding that abolishing slavery benefits everyone. The great masses of ex-slaves in the city are my hope. They will not go back into chains again. Douanna and the Old Free will have a harder time controlling them than they think.’

‘I’m going to get Daphne,’ said Killop, standing.

‘What?’ Bridget said.

‘I’m taking the flying carriage back to the city,’ he said. ‘I’m going to get her.’

‘But the city is enormous,’ Laodoc said. ‘How will you know where to begin looking?’

Killop shrugged.

‘Let’s think this through,’ Bridget said. ‘We could get a squad together quickly, send them in. Kalden would be the most qualified to lead, no offence. Leave it to the professionals.’

‘Not good enough,’ he said, turning for the door. ‘I’m going.’

‘Killop, wait!’ Bridget cried. ‘Stop. Give it a minute’s thought. I know you’re worried, and hurting, but Daphne knows what she’s doing.’

He opened the door.

‘At least take a squad with you,’ Bridget yelled. ‘What about Karalyn? What are we supposed to tell her?’

Killop stopped, torn between leaving and staying.

As Bridget was sidling up to him, there was a cry from downstairs, then frantic shouting.

Killop ran for the steps, and bounded down them, Bridget close behind. They reached the ground floor, and saw Draewyn sprawled on the stone tiles.

‘Bastards pushed me over,’ she groaned.

Killop sprinted to the front door as Bridget helped Draewyn to her feet. He ran through the open entrance and into the courtyard as the carriage lifted off the ground ahead of him, the four winged gaien re-attached by chains. They were beating their great scaly wings as they soared up into the sky. In the courtyard, Kellach militia were standing, staring upwards
.

‘What the fuck, squad leader?’ Killop shouted.

‘The Holdings troopers, boss,’ she said, her eyes down. ‘Couple of them said they needed to get their things from the carriage and went outside. A few minutes later the rest of them got up, and when Draewyn tried to stop them, they shoved her out of the way and ran for it. By the time we got out here they were already closing the hatch.’

Killop said nothing, his eyes fixed on the carriage as it flew away to the north.

‘I didn’t think they’d trick us, boss,’ the squad leader said. ‘It’s my fault, I’m sorry.’

He heard Bridget come up alongside him, and glanced at her. She was trying to conceal her relief as she gazed up at the shrinking speck in the sky.

Without a word, he turned, and went back into the mansion.
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Sunset came early on the shortest day in the Rahain highlands, and the courtyard lamps were lit for the Winter’s Day feast. It seemed like half the clan had arrived, crowding out the square, and the bottom floor of the mansion, as the kitchens worked flat out to keep everyone fed.

Brodie had supplied dozens of barrels of estate wine. It was much too young, he had said, but with no one buying it he didn’t want to see it go to waste. Everyone’s hangovers from the previous evening had vanished as the Kellach gathered for their second night of drinking, and as Killop sat down with Bridget and Bedig, a messenger arrived.

‘Chief,’ he bowed. ‘A delegation from the Old Free rebels has arrived at the border post, with a flag of truce. They’re asking to speak with you.’

‘Just as the party’s starting?’ Bridget said. ‘Inconsiderate bastards.’

Killop looked up at the clear sky.

‘Shall we walk?’ he said, rising.

‘Aye, may as well,’ Bridget said.

‘Bedig,’ Killop said. ‘Could you…?
’

‘Sure boss,’ he said. ‘I’ll watch her.’

‘She has to go to bed in an hour,’ Killop said, kissing Karalyn on the head. ‘Night-night, wee bear.’

‘Dada go?’

‘Aye. I’ll be back soon, but.’

Bridget called for a squad to accompany them, and they left the crowded square, and went down to the road by the river. The seven stars were shining bright in the dark heavens, reflecting off the slow-moving waters, as Killop and Bridget led the squad towards the town.

‘About before,’ Bridget said. ‘I know you want to rescue Daphne from the city, but if anyone can survive there, it’s her. She knows all the sneaky places to hide. Remember when she took us through the tunnels under the Senate?’

‘I hate being helpless,’ he said. ‘She’ll know I didn’t even try to find her.’

‘You have to look after Karalyn. Daphne’ll understand.’

‘When we meet these Old Free rebels,’ he said, ‘I’m tempted to demand that she’s delivered to us safely.’

‘What?’ Bridget cried. ‘Are you crazy? Don’t give those bastards any advantage they can use against us. If they know you want her, they’ll try to keep her as a hostage, or worse.’

‘I know,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t say anything.’

They carried on in silence for a while.

‘How was Laodoc when you left him?’ Bridget said.

‘Sleeping,’ Killop said. ‘I asked him if he wanted to come down for the feast, but he was exhausted. I put him in Lilyann’s old room, and he went straight to bed.’

‘Poor sod,’ Bridget said. ‘He had an impossible job.’

‘And we don’t mention him to the Old Free either.’

Bridget smiled. ‘Do you think I’m stupid?’

They passed through Slateford Town, where a number of Winter’s Day feasts and celebrations were taking place. Kellach filled the streets, and every tavern was full. Killop took the road out of town, and into the cleared border area. The forest ahead loomed a deep black, and they 
made for the torches of the Kellach militia, who were standing next to a group of Rahain.

Kalden turned and saw Killop approach.

‘Chief,’ he said.

Killop glanced at the rebel Rahain. Two were in robes, and the other four wore army uniforms.

‘This is Chief Killop of the Severed Clan,’ Bridget said. ‘I’m the clan herald. What do you want?’

‘We wish to talk, Herald,’ said the taller of the two robed men. ‘I am Pleonim, and this is Ruellap. We are members of the new government of Rahain.’

‘The usurping government,’ Bridget said.

‘The re-establishment of the legitimate republic, madam,’ Pleonim said. ‘As such, we regard ourselves as the true government.’

‘We’ll just have to disagree on that.’

‘As you wish, Herald. Might we go somewhere more comfortable to talk?’

‘Just the six of you?’ Bridget said, staring at the soldiers in brown uniform.

‘Yes,’ Pleonim said. ‘We trust that you will obey the laws of courtesy and not kill us.’

‘Come on,’ she said.

Kalden and the militia stood back as Killop and Bridget led the Rahain towards a nearby guard tower, the squad from the mansion following.

There was a large chamber on the ground floor of the tower being warmed by a huge open fire. The militia occupying it were sent off to the town to enjoy the holiday, and Bridget showed the Rahain to seats around a table. She and Killop sat opposite them as a serving boy set out jugs and mugs.

‘Help yourselves,’ Bridget said.

‘Thank you,’ said Pleonim, and poured wine for himself and his colleague. The four Rahain guards drank nothing, and sat at the table in a brooding silence
.

‘Let’s get started,’ Bridget said. ‘You first.’

Pleonim nodded and cleared his throat.

‘We have been sent here by the new chancellor of the republic, Lady Douanna,’ he began. ‘We understand that our side, the “Old Free” as we are known, and the estate of Slateford, have not been friends. And why would we be? We represent the forces that conquered your land and enslaved your people. It seems quite fitting and natural that you should feel enmity towards us. And yet, in the main, there have been no hostilities between us. Yet.

‘Chancellor Douanna is nothing if not practical. She and her government have been weighing up our strategic options. Obviously, we cannot accept the independent sovereign status that the traitor chancellor Laodoc bestowed upon you. The republic of Rahain is inviolate, and cannot be split. Nevertheless, Chancellor Douanna is prepared to offer you, the chief of the Severed Clan, a full and binding peace treaty.’

Bridget snorted. ‘Peace?’

‘Yes, Herald, peace,’ Pleonim went on. ‘Our government recognises that the situation has fundamentally altered with the introduction of the Holdings religion into Rahain. The wicked missionaries of the One True Path have spread their lies throughout the population of northern Rahain, and the disease has especially infected the former slave classes. Only in the south, where our rule continued uninterrupted, and here inside this estate, has anywhere resisted the epidemic of creator fanaticism. From this we have formed some hopeful conclusions.’

He put down his mug. ‘The old struggles have lost their meaning. Our quarrel with you pales into insignificance with the real threat that faces us both.’

‘What threat?’ Bridget said.

‘The followers of the false creator god are single-minded,’ Pleonim said. ‘The war that is coming will be between those that follow the Holdings church, and those who refuse to surrender their will to a fake prophet and his deluded dogma. Therefore, Chancellor Douanna wishes to prevent any conflict between our government and Slateford, in order that we may both steel ourselves for the struggles to come.
’

Bridget smirked. ‘Is it not just because you know we’d kick your arse?’

Pleonim smiled, while his colleague frowned.

‘You’re quiet,’ Bridget said to him. ‘What’s your name again?’

‘Ruellap,’ he said, ‘and I am forcing myself to remain silent, lest my anger ruin these talks.’

Bridget laughed. ‘At least you’re honest. What is it in particular that you’re so worked up about?’

Ruellap gazed down at the table.

‘It’s personal,’ he said, ‘which is why I felt it inappropriate to mention. However, as you have asked, it’s because this estate used to belong to my family and, well, I don’t like you being here.’

Killop glanced over at him. ‘Are you related to the old chancellor?’

‘I’m his son.’

‘Likiat’s brother?’

‘Yes,’ Ruellap said, ‘and I know you were responsible for his death. Another reason for my anger.’

Bridget frowned. ‘I’m not sure you were such a good choice to be sent as a negotiator.’

‘He’s perfect,’ Pleonim said. ‘Chancellor Douanna judged that you would take his presence as a sign of our trust and goodwill.’

She shrugged. ‘So what else does this peace treaty entail?’

‘Simply an agreement not to initiate hostilities against each other.’

‘That it?’

Pleonim spread out his palms. ‘We’re here to talk. Tell us what you want.’

‘All the Kellach slaves freed, for a start,’ Killop said.

Pleonim smiled and withdrew a scroll from his robes. He cracked open the seal and passed it to them.

‘The chancellor had this ordinance drawn up this morning,’ he said. ‘A proclamation guaranteeing the manumission of all remaining Kellach Brigdomin slaves within the Rahain republic, to be completed within two years.’

Killop scanned the document, then passed it to Bridget
.

‘This is worthless,’ she said. ‘A promise only. Here’s what I think. You lot have problems piled high at your door. The folk in the capital are mostly worshippers of the Creator from what I hear, and I doubt they’ve welcomed your return with flowers and parties. The imperial army is getting closer every day, and the last thing you need are the uppity savages in Slateford pissing in your breakfast. What can we do to shut them up? I know, write some shit down that we’ll never have to actually do, and maybe they’ll buy it.’ She smirked. ‘Am I close?’

Ruellap looked ready to explode, but Pleonim took a sip of wine and smiled.

‘That was indeed an excellent summary of our position.’

Ruellap stared at his colleague in fury.

Pleonim sighed. ‘Honesty,’ he said. ‘It’s the only way to get what we want. They’re not stupid, but let’s hope they’re pragmatic.’

He turned back to Killop and Bridget.

‘What else do you want? I’ve been honest with you, now be honest with me. What would it take?’

‘These are our conditions for a truce,’ Bridget said. ‘Not a peace treaty, mind. Just a truce. First, remove all the roadblocks and let trade resume. Second, find buyers for all of Slateford’s excess produce. Third, free all your slaves immediately, fourth, reinstate Laodoc as chancellor, and fifth, kiss my arse.’

She broke off, laughing.

Pleonim’s lip trembled, but he remained quiet.

‘Here’s the deal,’ Killop said. ‘You have my word that the Severed Clan will not initiate hostilities against the Old Free, but if you invade Slateford, we will destroy you.’

Pleonim nodded.

‘You can call it a truce if you want,’ Killop went on, ‘and you can go back and tell Douanna that, but don’t mistake it for friendliness on our part. The enslavers of our folk are not easily forgiven.’

‘I accept your terms on behalf of the new government,’ Pleonim said, standing. ‘Laodoc once told me that tolerance is learning how to live next to someone you hate, without resorting to bloodshed. If you 
happen to see him, please tell him that he still has my respect, and it’s not too late for him to return to the right path.’

‘I’ll be sure to pass it on,’ Bridget said, ‘should Laodoc wander by.’

Pleonim smiled.

‘Come, Ruellap…’

The younger man shrugged free of Pleonim’s hand, and strode over to where Bridget and Killop were getting to their feet.

‘What would it take for you to leave?’ he cried. ‘For every Kellach Brigdomin in Slateford to pack up and go home?’

‘We are home,’ Killop said.

‘No!’ Ruellap shouted. Several guards in the room tensed. ‘This is not your home. Go back where you belong.’

Killop squared up to him.

‘Your armies obliterated my home,’ he said, his eyes dark. ‘I watched them do it. This scrap of land is the least of what you owe us, and I’ll kill anyone who tries to take it from us by force.’

Pleonim put a hand on Ruellap’s shoulder. ‘Leave it.’

Ruellap bowed his head.

‘Go back to Douanna,’ Killop said. ‘Tell her we have a truce.’

He stared at the Rahain.

‘And tell her I haven’t forgotten Simiona.’
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Shella was in bed, dreaming of deep-fried lobster claws served with a mouth-scaldingly spicy sauce when the earthquake struck.

The tremor began as a low grinding, then the ground jolted up, seemed to hover for a second, before crashing back down in a violence of juddering and shaking.

Shella screamed as she was thrown out of bed. A lump of ceiling plaster fell and hit the floor, disintegrating into a white cloud of thick dust. The lamp on the table rolled onto the carpet, setting it alight. Pictures fell from the walls, their glass shattering.

It ended. Shella lay still, her eyes wide in frozen terror. Benel leapt up naked from the floor where he had fallen and stamped out the rug fire with a boot on the end of his arm. Screams and pealing bells came through the broken window, and the room was lit by the low glow of fires burning in the city. Shella pulled herself to her knees, and staggered to the door.

‘Thymo!’ she yelled, pulling open the door to her living room. It was in darkness. She stumbled to the dresser and lit a lamp, her hands shaking. Kalayne came out of his room, a night-robe wrapped around him.

He frowned. ‘That was unnatural.
’

She ignored him, and ran for the study. She opened the door, and went in, taking the lamp with her. The little room was in chaos. Bookshelves had upended and toppled their contents to the floor, and half the ceiling had come down, revealing a jagged crack to the attic above. She pushed broken shelves out of her way, and reached the bed.

Empty. She bent over and gazed underneath. Thymo was lying there, curled up and staring at her, his eyes wild.

‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘It’s over, we’re all okay.’

She reached out and took his hand in hers. ‘Come on.’

He crept out from under the bed, and she led him into the living room just as someone banged on her door.

She checked that Benel and Kalayne were out of sight and answered it. ‘Daly,’ she said, opening the door. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Yes, your Highness, you?’

‘We’re fine. Do we need to evacuate the building?’

‘No, your Highness,’ he said. ‘It’s safer to stay indoors. There’s a lot of debris falling in the streets.’

‘Any casualties? Is my brother okay?’

‘A few staff have cuts and bruises, nothing life-threatening,’ he said. ‘Prince Sami is shaken but otherwise in fine health. There are several fires in the city, and I would expect there to have been some fatalities.’

Shella nodded. ‘Send out some of the uninjured staff to see if our neighbours in the street need any assistance. Everyone else should stay put.’

He bowed. ‘Yes, your Highness. Do you require cleaners or anything urgently repaired?’

‘Nothing that can’t wait until morning,’ she said. ‘We’ll be fine. See to those who need help the most.’

He bowed again, lower. ‘Your Highness.’

She closed the door and bolted it.

‘You can come out.’

Benel emerged from her bedroom, fully dressed.

‘You should take a look out of the window,’ he said.

Kalayne joined them. ‘My room has the best view.
’

They went into the old Kell’s room. The window had survived intact, and was wedged open with a coat hanger. They squeezed past his bed, and gazed out at the city, Shella clutching onto Thymo’s shoulder.

The night sky was lit up by flames, all coming from the north-eastern quarter of the city, several hundred yards from the area where the Rakanese Embassy lay.

‘That’s where the cathedral is,’ Benel said.

‘Half the population of the city are on the streets,’ Shella said, ‘along with several thousand roof tiles.’

‘What happened?’ Thymo said.

‘An earthquake,’ Shella said. ‘I didn’t think this area was prone to them.’

‘It’s not,’ Kalayne said. ‘Did you not hear what I said? That wasn’t natural.’

‘Rahain mages?’

‘Maybe the ones imprisoned in the institute rebelled,’ Benel said.

‘I thought you said they were kept in wooden boxes?’

‘I managed to escape.’

‘The more reason to increase security, I’d have thought.’

‘Quiet, you two,’ Kalayne said. ‘I’m trying to listen.’

‘What for?’

Kalayne sighed. ‘When I vision-range in my dreams I can discern a faint vibration whenever mage powers are used. Over decades I have learned to distinguish between the five main strands of magery, and their subtly different frequencies.’

‘Well?’ Benel asked. ‘Can you sense if Rahain powers were used? Did they cause the earthquake?’

Kalayne shook his head as he stared out of the window, his face illuminated in the flickering glow.

‘I have never detected anything like this before,’ he said. He turned to them, his eyes bulging. ‘It’s a blend of all five powers, so far as I can tell. Every mage power has been used tonight.’

‘The institute?’ Shella said.

‘Where else?’ said Kalayne. ‘It has begun.’
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The following morning, Shella took a light escort and walked out into the streets. A layer of dust and debris littered the road and the pavements, and she stepped over fragments of roof tiles and shattered window panes as they made their way towards the palace.

Cleaners were sweeping up the roads, filling the backs of large horse-drawn carts. Their eyes were fearful.

Shella raised an eyebrow at Jodie, who was walking next to her.

‘Apparently, your Highness,’ she said, ‘a lot of people believed the fire mage was attacking the city last night. They mistook the earthquake for catapult strikes, and thought the assault had begun. More than a few shops were looted before church wardens could restore order.’

‘The Sanang are still over a third away,’ Shella said, shaking her head. ‘If the populace are this jumpy already, the city is fucked.’

‘Your Highness,’ a passing noblewoman curtsied. ‘Shocking, all this, isn’t it?’

‘A good test of the city’s preparedness,’ Shella said, a faint smile on her lips. ‘The last time I was in an earthquake, a fire mage arrived ten days later and incinerated my entire city in an inferno. The very same fire mage that now approaches us, I believe.’

The noblewoman’s mouth hung open. ‘Do you think the same thing will happen here?’

‘Can you think of any reason why it won’t?’

The woman stammered, then performed an awkward curtsy and hurried down the street away from Shella and her small entourage.

‘Was that wise, your Highness?’ Jodie said. ‘Inflaming their fears?’

‘They need to realise what’s coming,’ Shella said. ‘A handful of people are alive who saw what Keira did to Akhanawarah City, and I’m one of them. Sami’s the only other one in the city apart from Jayki and me, and he’s not exactly in a fit state to warn anyone.’

Jodie fell silent. They turned a corner, and began heading north, along a main road away from the palace and towards the cathedral quarter. Traffic was busy, and they had to wait while a convoy of workers 
on the backs of wagons trundled by, heading towards the damaged neighbourhoods.

‘Should we make preparations to leave the city?’ Jodie whispered as they resumed their way.

‘It’s our job to stay,’ Shella said. ‘We leave when the embassy is overrun with hairy ape-men from the west.’ She raised her right hand. ‘If that happens, remember to stick close to me.’

Jodie gulped, then her eyes narrowed.

‘Stop worrying,’ Shella said. ‘I’ve been practising. My mage powers are ready if need be.’

‘If I may ask, your Highness,’ Jodie said, ‘what have you been practising on?’

‘Rats, mostly.’

Jodie nodded, while failing to hide a grimace.

The scale of the damage increased as they neared the square where the great cathedral sat, half-complete. The houses and shops that lined the road showed signs of subsidence, with cracks running down the height of several blocks, from the tile-stripped roofs to the buckled and broken pavement slabs.

People were gazing up at the damaged buildings, while a squad of Kellach labourers were loading the backs of wagons with the charred remains of a block of houses that had burned to the ground. Corpses were being brought out of the collapsed ruins of the tenement by the entrance to Cathedral Square. Shella had to stop walking, as the road ahead was crammed with people. Jayki began to push his way through, and Shella followed.

‘No further,’ shouted a warden from the One True Path as they reached a line of shields and batons, blocking the way into the square.

‘This area is out of bounds for all citizens,’ the warden cried.

Shella looked around. There was an uneasy gap of about a yard between the swaying crowd, and the four-deep line of wardens. Beyond them, Shella could see nothing of what was happening in the square, although plumes of rising smoke were visible over the wardens’ heads
.

She jostled her way towards the nearest warden. ‘I need to speak to the Lord Vicar.’

The warden raised his baton and prepared to strike her. Jayki pushed in front, and as he was putting up his arm to protect her, received a blow to his shoulder. Other wardens lashed out, and Jayki was struck on his back and head.

‘Get away from him,’ Jodie yelled, as he went down.

The crowd roared in anger, and Shella pulled Jayki away as other skirmishes broke out. He groaned as they laid him on the cobbles, the other guards in her entourage forming a tight circle around them as the mob pushed the wardens back.

‘Jayki,’ Shella cried. ‘You stupid bastard, what the fuck were you doing?’

She checked his injuries. The left side of his head was covered in blood from a cut above his ear, and his eyes were closed.

The sound of horses’ hooves rang through the square, but Shella took no notice. She felt a rage within her, and stood. She scanned the street and raised her hand.

She focussed on a warden that was beating a man lying curled up on the ground. As she was about to strike, a troop of horses charged through the crowd, and they parted amid screams. As the flanks peeled off to either side, the central column stopped right before Shella, the lead horse rearing.

Shella stood her ground, her fists clenched.

‘Your Royal Eminence,’ said Arnault from the saddle of the horse. ‘I saw that you were in need of some assistance.’

He jumped off the horse, and the Lord Vicar’s cavalry formed a line across the street, clearing the square of civilians, and pushing them back, leaving Shella’s party isolated deep with the ranks of church wardens.

‘My humblest apologies that you were mixed up in this unpleasantness,’ he said.

‘This mayhem was caused by the One True Path,’ she cried. ‘They’re out of control.
’

‘They’re under orders to prevent the public from approaching the cathedral, for their own safety.’

‘So it’s still unsafe?’ she said. ‘Whatever you were up to, it obviously didn’t work.’

Arnault stared at her, his expression growing colder, until she thought he might snap in fury.

‘The research at your institute,’ she went on. ‘I assume that was responsible for the events of last night? How else could an earthquake have occurred?’

His face steadied, but his eyes remained narrow.

‘Let’s talk somewhere more private,’ he said. He turned and signalled to a pair of officers, who wheeled their horses about to form an escort. He re-mounted his own horse, and held his hand out for Shella to join him.

‘I’d rather walk,’ she said.

He frowned, then kicked his heels, and his mount began to trot towards the cathedral complex.

‘Wait,’ she said. ‘I need some help.’ She pointed at Jayki, who was lying unconscious in Jodie’s arms.

Arnault smiled. ‘Of course.’ He glanced at his escorts. ‘Organise a stretcher for this man, have him seen by the company doctors.’

‘Yes, Lord Vicar,’ they saluted.

‘Now,’ he said to Shella, ‘if you and one other would like to accompany me, your Royal Eminence?’

Shella nodded at Jodie. They left Jayki in the care of her guards, and followed Arnault into the square.
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Shella sipped her water and tried to calm her nerves. They were in a dark windowless room, deep within the cathedral complex, clustered on chairs around a small table. Arnault was silent, as if lost in thought, and Shella tried to keep her mind empty. She thought back to her dream of lobster claws, and Arnault frowned
.

‘Excuse me, Lord Vicar,’ she said. ‘You’re not trying to read my mind, are you?’

Jodie gasped, and Arnault looked away, his handsome features twisted in anger.

‘I don’t like you,’ he said.

‘Oh boo hoo,’ she said. ‘Do you reckon you could turn my brain to mush before I stopped your heart? Would you like to find out?’

‘Cease the games,’ he hissed. ‘What do you know and what do you want?’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ she said. ‘I’m merely here to enquire after the health of the four Rakanese citizens whom I left in your care.’

‘I’m not at liberty to disclose any information regarding the workings of the institute, or of its inhabitants.’

Shella snorted. ‘You’re the fucking Lord Vicar. You could tell me if you wanted to.’

Arnault shrugged. ‘But I don’t. What I really want to know, I guess, is what you will do if the Sanang arrive at the walls. I harbour some doubts regarding your loyalty to the empire.’

Shella frowned.

‘Do you really believe,’ he went on, ‘that the savages from the west would make better rulers of the world? Are you going to stand by as Keira, the murderer of your people, is proclaimed empress? Imagine the Sanang hordes loose in the streets of the city. Of course, our rule hasn’t been perfect. We have failed at many things, but we are not like the wild barbarians that are on their way to attempt to destroy us.’

Shella took another sip of water, while Jodie sat in silence.

‘The catastrophe at the frontier wall,’ Arnault said, ‘has cost us dearly. Every family in the Holdings and Plateau City knows of someone who fell. The Kellach community here in the city may never recover from the grievous blow it suffered on Winter’s Day, and every regiment of the old alliance force that we’d withdrawn from Rahain was annihilated.’

He stared at her. ‘Where will you stand when Keira arrives?
’

‘It depends,’ she said. ‘Where are the four mages?’

His eyes lit in anger. ‘Do you understand that I have the power to arrest you and hand you over to the institute? Do you think your royal status and diplomatic position will save you if the church has need of your skills?’

‘Try it.’

Arnault rose from his seat in fury.

Shella smirked. ‘You’re acting like a crazy man,’ she said. ‘One minute you’re threatening me, the next you’re begging for my help. Why don’t you sit down and have a drink? I’m sure you have a secret stash hidden away somewhere.’

Arnault sat, glowering and drumming his fingers on the table.

‘You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’ he said. ‘You’re addicted to false pleasures of the flesh, intoxicating your mind and corrupting your soul. Rotting your very being from within. Deprived of them you’re like a cripple without a stick to help them walk.’

‘I always knew your charm was just a front,’ she said. ‘I prefer you like this, unhinged but honest. Now, tell me the state of the four Rakanese mages. Are they alive at least?’

Arnault said nothing, his face distracted as if pondering something.

‘You can go now,’ he said after a while.

Shella opened her mouth to say something, but Jodie pulled at her sleeve.

They rose, and Shella gave a brief nod to the Lord Vicar, who was continuing to stare at the table.

Shella turned, and they headed for the door.
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‘What was all that about?’ Jodie said, once they were clear of the cathedral and walking across the deserted square. ‘It was like he was mad. I didn’t think he was going to let us go.’

‘Something’s rattled him,’ Shella said, ‘and it’s not just the Sanang. 
When Agang invaded last year, the Lord Vicar was as calm as anyone could be.’

As they neared the barricade closing off the square to the street where they had entered, Shella gazed back at the institute. Smoke was seeping up from the building’s shattered and blackened windows, and part of its outer wall had collapsed. Dozens of One True Path were guarding it, with more inside.

‘Do you know what they’re doing in there, your Highness?’ Jodie said.

‘No, but whatever it is, it went wrong last night, and I reckon Arnault’s feeling the heat.’

‘Maybe they’re trying to make a weapon,’ Jodie said, ‘to defeat the Sanang.’

‘Then they’re going about it the wrong way.’

‘I was confused by some of the things you said to the Lord Vicar,’ Jodie said. ‘Do you know more about what’s happening than you’re letting on, your Highness?’

‘What kind of ambassador would I be if I didn’t?’

Jodie gazed at her. ‘I thought I’d earned your trust. How do you expect me to help you if you won’t keep me informed?’

‘Because the truth is a lot worse than you think.’

‘Like what?’

Shella paused for a moment. ‘Okay,’ she said, ‘for starters, the mages in the institute are being held chained up in cells with hoods over their heads.’

Jodie said nothing, her mouth open.

A warden spotted them, and a detachment broke away from the main group of One True Path and started walking towards them.

‘Come on,’ Shella said. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

They turned and made for the barricades, slipping between the overturned carts, where wardens let them through. On the other side the crowd had been dispersed and the street was littered with debris. There was no sign of the embassy guards or Jayki, but more wardens were positioned by the boarded-up shop-fronts. Each were dressed in 
thick black leathers, with helmets, shields and batons. They eyed Shella and Jodie with suspicion as they passed, but none made any move towards them.

‘Get off the road!’ one yelled. ‘This quarter’s under curfew.’

‘We’re walking home,’ Shella cried back, ‘unless you fancy giving us a lift?’

The warden glared at her. ‘Get a move on.’

Shella and Jodie put their heads down and picked up their pace. They passed through the deserted street and reached another barricade, which bordered the main boulevard leading to the palace. The wardens let them pass, and they emerged into the busy thoroughfare.

‘Your Highness!’ came a cry from among the masses of people.

Shella turned and saw her guards from the embassy. She waved, and they pushed through the crowds towards her.

‘They wouldn’t let us wait for you, your Highness,’ said one.

‘Where’s Jayki?’

‘They told us he’d be dropped off at the embassy, your Highness, once a healer has attended to his wounds.’

Shella nodded. ‘Let’s go back and wait for him there.’
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There was no Jayki when they got back to the embassy. Shella consulted Daly, and told him what she had seen while they waited. As evening fell, and there was still no sign of her guard, Shella went upstairs.

Benel and Kalayne were in the old Kell’s room, teaching Thymo dice games. Shella got a glass of cold water and stood, watching them.

‘I hope neither of you are using your weird mind powers to cheat,’ she said.

Kalayne stared at her.

‘Would I cheat?’ he smirked. ‘I have, however, just used my weird mind powers to look inside your head, to save you the effort of telling me about your day.
’

Benel shook his head. ‘You’re a very rude man,’ he said. ‘I don’t like you reading her mind without asking first.’

Kalayne shrugged. ‘Why not? You’ve done it.’

Shella frowned.

‘Wait!’ Benel cried. ‘No, no I wouldn’t…’ he stammered. ‘But how could you possibly know?’

The old man grinned. ‘I didn’t until now.’

‘Is this true?’ Shella said.

‘Umm,’ Benel muttered, his eyes wide.

‘Come with me,’ she snarled, and strode off to her bedroom, the Holdings man following.

She closed the door behind them.

‘How many times?’ she spat.

He shrugged, looking at the carpet. ‘I don’t know. A few.’

‘Fucksake Benel. And I was just starting to trust you.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘That’s not going to cut it. Why did you do it? What were you looking for?’

He stared at his shoes. ‘I just wanted to see if you liked me.’

Shella tutted.

‘Sometimes I can’t help myself,’ he said. ‘It’s like an addiction. Having the power to see what others think. The temptation gets too much for me. Especially when we’re in bed.’

She slapped him.

‘I’d kick you out if it didn’t mean they’d haul you back to the institute,’ she said. ‘I feel used.’

‘I never looked too deeply,’ he said. ‘I promise. I love you.’

‘What?’

‘I said…’

‘I heard what you said,’ she cried. ‘I’m just having a little difficulty believing it. We hardly know each other, Benel. It’s been fun, but you have to admit, you are quite annoying.’

He looked hurt. ‘I fell in love with you the first time I looked into 
your mind. I know it was wrong, but I saw the real you, the one behind all the cynicism and bitterness, the one…’

‘Enough,’ she said. ‘You’re back on the couch. I can’t handle this right now. Get out.’

Benel stood for a moment, his eyes down, then turned and left her bedroom.

She sat on the bed, anger and disappointment warring within her. She lay back and stared at the ceiling.

There was a knock at the door and Thymo peered into the room.

‘Auntie,’ he said. ‘Mister Daly wants to see you.’

She rose and went through to the living room. Benel and Kalayne had both disappeared, while Thymo ran at her side. She opened the door.

‘Hi, Daly.’

‘Your Highness,’ he bowed. ‘Jayki has been returned to us.’

She smiled. ‘Great. About time. I’ll be right…’

She tailed off as Daly’s expression grew grim.

‘Is he okay?’

‘I’m afraid not, your Highness. The wardens who delivered him claim that he was struck by a severe blow to the skull, and though he lives, he may never wake up.’

Shella let out a cry, and began running down the stairs.

‘Where is he?’

‘We’ve put him in his room,’ said Daly, following.

She stopped on the second-floor landing and raced for Jayki’s room. She burst through the door to see Jodie and a couple of embassy staff gathered by the bedside. Jayki was lying on his back, his head bandaged, and his eyes closed.

Shella rushed up to him and put a hand on his brow. She glanced at his chest, and stared at it until she saw the slight rise and fall of his breathing.

Tears came to her eyes and streamed down her face.

‘Take him upstairs,’ she said, fighting back the sobs. ‘I want to look after him myself.
’

Daly glanced at Jodie, who shrugged and nodded.

‘At once, your Highness,’ he said.

Shella watched as embassy guards lifted Jayki off the bed and put him onto a stretcher. They carried him up the flights of stairs and into her quarters. Thymo got up from a chair and ran to her side.

‘Put him in my bed,’ she said.

‘Are you all right, your Highness?’ Jodie said, as Jayki was transferred onto Shella’s bed.

She shook her head. ‘I need a moment.’

Jodie nodded, and the staff left. Shella followed them to the door, closing and bolting it behind them.

She turned, and sprinted to Kalayne’s room.

‘Come out, you old bastard,’ she cried. ‘I need you.’

He poked his head through the door. ‘You called, my lady?’

She ran to her own room. ‘Get in here.’

Kalayne chuckled. ‘Demanding that I come into your bedroom? Is this going to be my lucky day, at long last?’

‘I will melt your brain if you don’t fucking get in here right now.’

Kalayne entered her room and halted, his gaze on the bed.

‘Check his head,’ Shella said. ‘Now.’

The old Kell approached, and stood over the prone body of Jayki. Benel appeared at the door to watch, but didn’t come in.

‘They said it was a blow to the skull,’ Shella said, ‘but I saw it, it wasn’t that bad. Have they been in his head?’

Kalayne’s eyes bulged, and he looked up, his mouth a tight line.

‘Aye,’ he said, ‘they have.’

Shella’s heart tensed, and she felt as if she couldn’t breathe.

‘Can you fix him?’

Kalayne shook his head. ‘Nothing left to fix. They’ve scoured him clean.’

Shella cried out, great sobs wracking her. She collapsed by the side of the bed, shuddering, her arms clutching Jayki’s motionless body. She felt a small hand on her shoulder.

‘He’ll never wake up,’ Kalayne went on. ‘He might as well be dead.
’

‘Shut up,’ yelled Benel, ‘that’s her friend lying there. Show some kindness, you miserable bastard.’

Shella looked up, her eyes red.

‘You must be careful,’ Kalayne said. ‘We have to assume that the church is now in possession of every memory that was in Jayki’s head, every conversation he ever had with you, and all that he has seen.’

‘Careful be fucked,’ Shella said. ‘I’ll kill the bastard who did this.’
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With practised ease, Daphne bent her vision over the mountains to Slateford. She reached the town as dawn was brightening the valley, and followed the river until she saw the mansion. She entered through the bedroom window.

Killop was getting dressed by the bed, and she hesitated for a moment, watching him.


Morning, Killop,
 she said, going into his mind.

He smiled as she created an apparition of her form before his eyes.

‘Good morning.’

‘Kara-bear up already?’

‘Aye,’ he nodded. ‘I’ll go get her.’

‘In a minute,’ she said. ‘How are things?’

‘The truce with the Old Free is still holding,’ he said, sitting on the bed. ‘Took Dean up to the quarry yesterday for fire practice. He’s coming along. How are you? Any change?’

She shook her head.

He frowned.

‘Something’s going to happen soon,’ she said. ‘Something’s building 
up. Hundreds more New Free have been out on the streets protesting. The caverns are packed with soldiers, but they’d be out-numbered ten to one if all the ex-slaves came out. It’ll only take one spark.’

‘I miss you.’

‘Me too,’ she said. ‘At least we can talk now.’

He gazed up at her. ‘I can’t wait to do more than just talk.’

‘Oh yeah?’ she said. ‘Tell me what you’d like to do.’

‘Well,’ he said, ‘first I’d…’

The door opened and Karalyn ran in, wearing a bib covered in cornmeal.

‘Mama!’ she cried.

The apparition of Daphne knelt. ‘Hiya, Kara-bear.’

Bridget came in. She glanced at Killop and Karalyn, her eyes narrowing.

‘Would I be right in saying that you’re talking to Daphne?’

‘Aye,’ Killop said.

Bridget waved into empty space. ‘Hi Daphne. This kind of freaks me out, so I’ll leave you all to it.’

She left the bedroom, closing the door behind her.

‘It would be great,’ Killop said, ‘if you could make Bridget see you as well.’

‘I’d have to be inside her head to make her see me, just like I’m in yours.’

‘But Karalyn can see you.’

Daphne shrugged. ‘I don’t know how she does it. Maybe she’s so connected to you, she sees what you see.’

‘Not all the time, I hope.’

Daphne heard a noise.

‘Someone’s coming,’ she said. ‘I’ll come by tomorrow. Bye Killop, bye Kara-bear, love you both.’

She snapped her vision back to her body and opened her eyes.

The streetlights in the cavern had been turned up for morning, one of the few public amenities that still worked in the centre of the capital. Her head ached, and she felt sick, but the long hours of practice had 
toughened her. She gazed down the tiled slope of the roof. The hatch was open, and a man was crawling up. He was making for the sheltered platform at the apex, where Daphne liked to sit to perform her range-visions to Slateford.

‘I’d thought I’d find you up here,’ Joley said, climbing onto the platform and crouching next to her. He looked out over the cavern, his gaze lingering on the huge bulk of the Senate complex in the distance.

‘Nice view,’ he said. ‘I might have to come up here more often.’

He opened a pack of cigarettes and passed her one.

‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘What’s up?’

‘Nothing, just came for a chat.’

She frowned.

‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Were you using your powers? Did I interrupt?’

‘It’s fine.’

‘Do you want me to leave?’

‘No, you’re here now.’

They sat in awkward silence for a moment.

‘Joley,’ she said, ‘why are you really up here?’

The embassy secretary sighed. ‘Occasionally, I feel the need to remove myself from the company of Father Ghorley, in case I say or do something I might later regret.’

‘Are you wishing you’d retired when the others did?’

‘I’d be going mad, sitting on the old estate with nothing to do. I’m too old to learn a new trade; this is all I’ve known. But I’m used to how it was under the queen, before all this empire nonsense took hold, and before the creator-faith became something I had to pretend to take seriously.’

‘The empire’s not going to last,’ she said. ‘They’ve as good as lost Sanang, and Rakana only obeys because they have to. Things might go back to how they were before.’

He snorted. ‘You don’t actually believe that, do you?’

‘I’d like to think there’s something worth fighting for,’ she said. ‘To be honest though, I’d rather go home.’

‘You mean Slateford?
’

‘Where else?’

He shook his head at her. ‘Slateford’s finished, no matter which side, Old Free or New, wins this war. If the Old Free keep control of the government, they’ll never let a colony of Kellach survive just eighty miles from the capital, and if the New Free rise up and take over, they’ll demand that Slateford convert to the creator-faith, or leave. Or die, depending on how fanatical they’re feeling.’

‘Not if we can get Laodoc back into power.’

He laughed. ‘Have you not been listening to Ghorley? There’s no way the church will allow Laodoc back in charge if the Old Free are overthrown. Direct rule, that’s what they’re intending, with Father Ghorley as imperial governor. The church will run Rahain, and unless Killop and his people convert, they’ll be driven out.’

Daphne stubbed out her cigarette and Joley offered her another one.

‘I hate both sides in this stupid war,’ she said. ‘Honestly, Joley, why do we bother?’

‘I swore an oath,’ he said. ‘You, on the other hand…’

He paused, as the low roar of a crowd began to reach them. Daphne turned to look over the edge of the platform, and down into the streets below. Since the coup, every road leading to the mission had been blocked with barricades guarded by Old Free army units. Each day at dawn, growing crowds of New Free gathered along the major roads, getting closer to the barricades as their boldness increased. On the first morning, a few dozen protesters had marched towards a barricade praying, singing and chanting. The soldiers had shot them down with crossbows bolts when they had strayed too close.

The next day, hundreds of ex-slaves had turned out, staying out of bow-range, but chanting and holding up pictures of those slain the previous day, the martyrs of the New Free. Each following day, the numbers of ex-slaves had increased, and more soldiers had been drafted in to seal off the Church Mission.

Joley nudged her with his elbow.

‘Look,’ he said. ‘That’s new.
’

Daphne squinted at the approaching crowds in the distance. She took a stick of keenweed from her pocket and lit it.

Joley raised an eyebrow.

‘Don’t you start,’ she said.

She took a draw and pulled on her battle-vision, her enhanced senses focussed on the streets below. There were three roads leading off from that side of the mansion, each with a barricade. She saw the backs of the Old Free soldiers, crouching with their crossbows and swords behind lines of overturned carts. A hundred yards ahead of each barricade were the usual crowds, singing and chanting.

Daphne frowned. The front rows of protesters were holding up a wall of shields, made from tables, doors, and nailed-together floorboards. Behind, she saw the glint of weapons.

She glanced at Joley.

‘This could get interesting,’ he said.

A whistle sounded as the soldiers realised the protesters were armed. Reinforcements arrived at the rear of the barricades, and began loading their crossbows.

The protesters on the largest of the three streets cried out in a united roar of defiance, and charged the barricade. Hearing the noise, the crowds started closing in from all directions, a surging river of Rahain. Only the first few rows were armed, Daphne noticed. Other than a handful of swords, the rest held axes, knives or hammers.

‘Are you not going downstairs to inform Ghorley?’ she asked.

Joley shrugged, his attention fixed on the streets below. ‘I’m sure he already knows. He probably organised it.’

They watched as the crowds neared the barricades. As soon as they were within crossbow range the shooting began. Many bolts struck the makeshift wooden shields of the New Free protesters, but several made their way through the gaps, hitting flesh. People in the crowds were struck, collapsed, then disappeared under the surge.

The soldiers on the central barricade began aiming their crossbows at an angle, their bolts flying over the front line of shields to pepper the charging masses, and dozens began to fall. Screams mixed with the 
guttural roar of the crowds as, yard by yard, they closed on the barricades. On the right-hand street, the charge began to falter as repeated waves of bolts ripped through the press of ex-slaves. Many began fleeing down a side-street, but bunched together at the entrance they formed a target that the Old Free soldiers couldn’t miss.

‘It’s a massacre,’ said Joley, transfixed.

On the central street, the charge had slowed, and the lead protesters were huddling behind their battered shields, twenty yards from the barricade.

Daphne spun round on the roof platform to see what was happening on the other side of the mansion.

‘The Old Free are holding them,’ she cried to Joley. ‘They’re slaughtering them.’

‘Wait,’ Joley said. ‘Over here, look.’

Daphne turned back, her eyes following where Joley was pointing.

On the left-hand street, the protesters were within a few yards of the barricade. Piles of dead lay carpeting the road, but the press of people surging towards the line of over-turned carts was unstoppable. Daphne saw some of the ex-slaves in the front lines shot through with crossbow bolts, yet the pressure and mass from behind were keeping them upright. Within seconds the crowd reached the barricade, and swarmed over it without a pause. The soldiers guarding broke and ran, but many were caught by the oncoming mob and were thrown down and trodden into the ground.

The crowd spilled down the street towards the mission, roaring in triumph. At the other barricades, the soldiers began turning, realising their line had been broken.

‘They’re finished,’ Joley said. ‘The mob will tear them to pieces. ‘There are six companies of Old Free down there. Eight hundred soldiers against what, ten thousand ex-slaves?’

Daphne said nothing. She watched as the Old Free soldiers began running, and more barricades succumbed to the protesters. Groups of soldiers formed themselves into tight squares, loosing bolts into the advancing mob, but no matter how many they hit, more protesters took 
their places and one by one the Old Free were hunted down and slaughtered. Some soldiers tried to scale the walls of the Church Mission, or pleaded for mercy with the Holdings troopers at the gates, but they were pulled back into the crowd and consumed.

The masses swarmed in triumph round the walls of the Church Mission, holding aloft the mangled and broken bodies of the slain Old Free soldiers. The roar of chanting filled the streets, echoing off the cavern walls and ceiling.

Daphne’s ears picked up the faint noise of trumpets. She nudged Joley, and pointed down the main boulevard leading to the vast Senate complex at the other end of the cavern.

‘What is it?’ he said.

‘Douanna’s preparing her response,’ she said. ‘The Old Free army’s gathering.’

Joley frowned. ‘I should probably tell Ghorley.’

‘I’ll come with you.’

They edged their way down the roof, the air humming with the roar of the crowd below, and entered the building through the hatch. Daphne closed it, dimming the noise, and they headed down the narrow staircase. The upper floor of the mission was deserted, and they carried on to the middle level, where Ghorley had his reception chambers.

The corridor by the stairs was packed with mission staff, many in the black robes of the One True Path. Wherever there was a window, people crammed round to stare out at the streets below. Daphne saw a deacon wave down to the masses, a grin on his face.

Guards were protecting the entrance to Ghorley’s rooms, but they moved aside to allow Joley and Daphne to pass.

‘Ahh,’ said Ghorley. ‘There you are. I was beginning to wonder if you’d run off together.’

Daphne glanced up at him. He was standing on a stool, his arms out-stretched as a pair of servants dressed him in his most ornate priestly robes.

‘Come to watch me address the crowds?’ he said
.

‘Daphne saw something that you might interest you, your Grace,’ Joley said.

‘Ohh?’ the priest said. ‘Would that be the approach of the Old Free army, by any chance?’

Daphne nodded.

‘Well it was nice of you to come and tell me,’ he said, ‘but you have only confirmed what I expected of Douanna. She cannot very well do nothing when faced with such a public setback. The Church Mission might be worthless strategically, but its symbolic value to those of the true faith should not be underestimated. She will need to fight to get it back, or lose all authority in the city.’

‘You planned all this,’ Daphne said.

‘Of course.’

‘But the imperial army is only a couple of days away,’ she said. ‘Why didn’t you wait for them to arrive? It might have saved hundreds from dying out in the streets just now.’

He smirked.

The servants finished arranging his last outer robe, and stood back, bowing. He stepped down from the stool.

‘You don’t trust the army,’ she said. ‘You want to take control of the city before they get here.’

Ghorley looked back at her.

‘The army swore its oath to Laodoc,’ he said, ‘but fear not, for I have found a grand purpose for the brave army of the old chancellor.’

He walked to the double bay doors, which led out onto a balcony overlooking the wide front of the Church Mission, where crowds had gathered in thick numbers. He stepped out, his arms raised, to tumultuous cheering and applause.

Daphne and Joley, and several others on Ghorley’s staff gathered round the entrance to the balcony, and the priest began.

‘Free citizens of Rahain,’ he cried out, as they quietened, ‘beloved in the one faith and united by belief across this glorious empire, here, this morning, you have struck the first blow to regain the freedom that the Creator gave to you. You have battled those who oppressed you, here in 
these streets outside this mission. You spilled your blood to reach us, to reach your brothers and sisters in faith. I praise you for your courage, and thank you for delivering us from the hands of the evil ones, the old oppressors, the unbelievers. Praise be to the Creator!’

The crowd cheered and Ghorley gazed down on them like a proud father.

‘Rahain is destined to be united in one faith,’ he went on, ‘as is the whole empire, but we in Rahain have led the way. One day we will bring the light and truth of the Creator to every soul in this world, but the spark you have lit today is fragile yet. Even now, the machinations of the old oppressors are working to rob you of this triumph.’

He pointed towards the Senate, his arm out like a rod.

‘There!’ he called out. ‘In there lies the nest of evil, the snakes forever denying you your freedom and dignity. Let today be an end to it! Pick up the weapons of the soldiers here, and take up your shields for the time has come.’ He gazed upwards, clenching his fists as the crowd swayed and roared.

‘Destroy them!’ he cried. ‘Burn the Senate to the ground! Kill them all! Grind the Old Free into the dirt beneath your heels so that they may never rise again.’

The crowds screamed in a boiling frenzy, surging towards the main boulevard that led to the Senate. Within minutes, thousands were on their way, and the blood-stained streets surrounding the Church Mission quietened, leaving several hundred wounded, and a few others standing guard amid the piles of dead.

Ghorley came back into the reception chamber, a smile on his face.

A couple of his staff applauded. Daphne glanced at Joley, but the long-serving secretary’s face was expressionless.

‘Thank you, thank you,’ Ghorley beamed. ‘Now, we have much to do…’

‘Am I the only sane one here?’ Daphne said.

The room turned to look at her.

‘Did you just advocate mass murder?’ she went on
.

‘I merely encouraged the freed slaves to fight for their liberty,’ the priest said.

‘So burning the Senate is liberty?’

‘It is a symbol of the forces that have oppressed the masses of Rahain for thousands of years.’

‘And who will rule if they are successful?’

‘The empire will appoint appropriate leadership to guide the nation through its current difficulties, my dear Miss Holdfast,’ Ghorley said. ‘This might be a suitable time to remind you of the promise you made to stay out of politics and the affairs of the church.’

The atmosphere in the room grew cold. Many of the mission staff, especially those in black robes, were staring at Daphne with naked hostility. Even Joley looked uncomfortable.

‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘I promised not to interfere, if the church stayed out of my life. May I ask you a question, Father Ghorley?’

He smiled at her. ‘Of course, my dear.’

She lit a cigarette.

‘Say the New Free are victorious,’ she said, ‘and the church take over the administration of Rahain.’

‘Yes?’

‘Then what happens to Slateford?’

‘You said no political interference,’ snapped one of the staff at her.

‘No,’ Ghorley said. ‘She has a point. Slateford is her home.’ He gazed at the staff around him. ‘Miss Holdfast is, of course, threatening us. She means us to understand that any interference in the lands of the Severed Clan would absolve her of her promise, and allow her to take action against us.’ He smiled at Daphne. ‘Is that not correct, miss?’

‘The truest thing you’ve said all day.’

The guards in the room tensed, and the black-robed staff formed a barrier between her and the priest.

‘You are my biggest regret,’ Ghorley said. ‘The things we could have achieved together, with you at my right hand, Daphne. I have argued on your behalf countless times with the leadership of the church, urging 
them to give you another chance, but every time we reached out you would spurn us, and I would be the one left looking foolish.’

He shook his head.

‘So here it is, Daphne, your last chance,’ he said. ‘Work with us. Swear an oath of allegiance to the Emperor and church, stand by my side and together we will win this war.’

Daphne kept a mask of calm on her face, but her heart was pounding. The guards lining the walls were clutching their crossbows and staring at her. She kept still, giving them no excuse to shoot.

‘Or,’ Ghorley went on, ‘you could go back to Slateford, and live on your farm with your Kellach man and your daughter. But don’t get too comfortable. There are forces at work that no one can stop, and the spread of the faith is one of them. Rahain will be united in one religion, of that there is no doubt. A lasting peace with the Slateford enclave is possible, but first they must open their hearts to the Creator.’

Daphne clenched her fist.

Joley stepped forward.

‘It would probably be best if I escort you to your quarters, Miss Holdfast.’

She glanced at him and saw the pleading in his eyes.

Daphne said nothing for a moment, then nodded.

‘Good day, father,’ she said, then turned and walked to the door, Joley hurrying after her.

Guards stepped out to block her way, their crossbows levelled.

‘She can go,’ Ghorley said, staring at her. ‘You have until the end of the day to decide.’

The guards opened the doors and Daphne walked out, with Joley next to her. They squeezed through the packed corridors, and went up a flight of stairs. As soon as they were out of earshot, Joley let out a choked moan.

‘Could you not have shut up in there?’ he spat. ‘Of all the stupid things I ever heard. You threatened the man who will soon be ruler of Rahain, and in front of the One True Path. You’ve never been able to control that tongue of yours, not since I first met you.
’

‘I remember thinking like that,’ she said, ‘but I got fed up biting my lip when I wanted to speak out. Seems a long time ago.’

They reached her quarters.

‘Could you stay for five minutes while I get my things together?’ she said.

She opened the door and went in.

Joley hesitated at the entrance, then sighed and joined her. He closed the door as Daphne reached for a pack that was lying against a wall.

‘You’re leaving?’

She nodded. She went to the wardrobe and began throwing her clothes onto the bed.

Joley lit a cigarette. ‘There’s ten feet of snow outside.’

‘I know.’

‘Slateford is surrounded by an Old Free blockade.’

Daphne shrugged as she examined her small collection of possessions. She would need to travel light.

‘What will you eat?’

She selected some warm clothes, rolled them up and placed them in the bottom of the pack.

‘You’ll either starve or freeze.’

She looked up. ‘You’d rather I wait for Ghorley to try to kill me?’

‘Swear allegiance, Daphne,’ he said. ‘There’s no fighting the church, not any more, not in Rahain.’

‘What about the army?’ she said. ‘Ghorley doesn’t trust them. There must be a reason.’

Joley shook his head. ‘The soldiers may be loyal, but their officers are riddled with Old Free sympathisers. It makes no difference either way. Did you not hear him say that he’s found a use for them?’

‘Do you know what it is?’

Joley frowned. ‘Yes. You are aware that a Sanang force has broken through the frontier wall, and is marching on the Plateau?’

Daphne narrowed her eyes. ‘Laodoc’s army is being sent north?’

‘To defend the great imperial capital of the empire,’ Joley said, ‘
using the fleet of winged gaien that the Old Free brought up from the south before the coup. Every regiment is being flown out as soon as they arrive, not one of them will be permitted to enter this city.’

Daphne sighed. ‘Ghorley’s been planning this for days.’

‘For his entire life, I would imagine,’ Joley said. ‘The mobs will be reaching the Senate complex about now. No doubt word has been sent out to every cavern that the day has come, for among many other attributes, Ghorley is thorough. Soon there will be hundreds of thousands on the streets, and with blood in mind, there will be no stopping them. By the end of today Ghorley will rule Rahain.’

‘And you’ll be by his side?’

‘An oath is an oath.’

She checked she had packed her weed-pouch and cigarette supply, and found room for an unopened bottle of brandy. She tied up the pack, and placed it by the door.

Kneeling by a chest, she reached in and removed a blanket that was covering her weapons. She put a knife in her boot and another under her left shoulder. Her sword she slung over her back, tightening the buckle.

‘Let’s go,’ she said, grabbing a long overcoat and pulling the pack over her shoulder.

‘Where to, miss?’

‘I think I’d like to go for a stroll along the walls.’

‘And what is my role in your escape?’ he said. ‘You know I’ll have to tell Ghorley. He’d read it out of my mind anyway.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘Can’t be helped. I just need you to escort me to the far end of the walls. I’ll get stopped by guards if I go on my own. After that you can do what you like. I can punch you if you want, and you can tell them I made you do it.’

‘Thanks, but no,’ Joley sighed. ‘I’m going to get my arse kicked for this as it is.’
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Joley led Daphne through the Church Mission and out into the large courtyard that surrounded the building. All around were the high walls facing the streets beyond. To their left the main gate was guarded by several dozen imperial troopers, all Holdings, and more were up on the walls, looking down at the New Free that were still on the streets. They ascended a flight of stairs up to the outer wall, and the guards at the top saluted them as they passed.

Daphne paused for a moment and looked down at the streets. The barricades remained scenes of carnage, with hundreds of bodies piled up, and blood pooling on the road. The distant roar of battle from the other end of the cavern reached her ears, and up the long boulevard that led to the Senate the masses of ex-slaves had again gathered. Thousands upon thousands of protesters were now assembled around the high walls and towers of the Senate complex.

‘This is the greatest city in the world,’ Joley said, leaning on the battlements next to her. ‘The imperial capital might be where the Emperor lives, but it’s insignificant compared to this, and not just in size. Here there is history, and great beauty, the works of thousands of hands over long millennia. Before the Migration, Arakhanah City might have had a larger population but it now occupies a fraction of its former extent. I fear the same will happen here. I love this city, it’s the reason I stayed all these years. After today it may never be the same.’

They walked along the top of the wall, passing sentries and turrets until they reached a quiet stretch. With no guards in sight, Daphne peered over the wall, and saw that the road below was deserted, though littered with debris and stained in blood.

She glanced at Joley, but he was staring in the other direction. His mouth was open, and tears were rolling down his cheeks. She followed the direction of his eyes.

Flames and great billows of grey and black smoke were drifting up from the roof of the Senate building. Fire was racing up the domes and walls of the main structure, visible over the roofs of the buildings standing between. Daphne stared as the ages-old structure began to collapse beneath the flames. Somewhere under there, deep within the 
dungeons of the High Senate was where Simiona had been murdered, but also, she remembered, it was where Karalyn had been conceived.

‘Joley,’ she said.

He turned.

‘Sorry.’

She entered his mind, and blotted out his short-term memory, like wiping a wet sponge over chalk.

His eyes glazed over and he slumped. Daphne reached out and helped him sit by the wall, pulling his legs in to keep him in the shadow of the battlements.

Daphne stood, and gazed upwards, her eyes scanning the low ceiling above a neighbouring row of abandoned buildings, until she located a hatch that led into the service shafts.

She smiled, pulled on a thread of battle-vision, and leaped over the wall.
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‘Yer talking out of yer arse, B’Dang,’ Keira said. ‘The Sanang might be the second hardest folk in the world, but they’re nowhere near as tough as us. The Kellach are fucking number one.’

B’Dang’s eyes darted at those sat around the low campfire, looking for support, but all of the other Sanang had passed out.

‘But the Rahain kicked your arses,’ he cried.

‘Sheer weight of numbers, wee man,’ the firewitch said, as Agang watched from the cage-wagon, which was parked alongside the tents of Keira and the commanders. He shifted his position on the layers of blankets, having lain awake for hours while they had got drunk.

‘We were out-numbered in every fucking battle,’ Keira went on, ‘and we still nearly beat the fuckers.’

B’Dang scowled. ‘I reckon the Holdings are third hardest.’

Kylon snorted. ‘You’re only saying that because they occupied your lands for years. I don’t think they’re any tougher than the Rahain.’

‘Hey!’ said Niall, puffing on a weedstick. ‘I think I might actually agree with B’Dang.’

‘That’d be a first,’ muttered Flora, who was sitting next to him, with Fern curled up at their feet
.

‘The frog-folk are definitely bottom,’ Keira said, downing her mug.

‘The Rakanese,’ Kylon said.

‘Aye, them, whatever they’re called.’

‘Never met any,’ B’Dang said.

‘Wee folk,’ Keira said. ‘But they’ve got big eyes, like bairns. And they eat insects. Disgusting wee shites.’

The others round the fire sat in silence as Keira and B’Dang laughed. Not many were still awake, Agang noticed, the drinking having begun at the huge feast with the army the previous evening, and continued on for hours by the fire through the night. Niall had slipped him a few sticks of keenweed, which had kept him awake as he had listened to them talk. The Holdings trooper had also brought him some food from the feast, earning a glare from B’Dang.

Leah cracked open another of the small barrels that the army had secured the previous day when they had overrun a large winery about halfway to Plateau City. The wine was young and sharp, but the army had consumed hundreds of barrels throughout the day and night, as Keira had proclaimed a two-day break from marching.

‘Plus,’ Keira went on, ‘not only are the Kellach the toughest folk in the world, we also have the best mage powers. Fire beats fucking everything. The Holdings can see round corners, well so what? The Rahain can make wee earthquakes. That’s not bad, but a bit limited. The Sanang can heal, and that’s useful I suppose, but let’s face it, it’s a bit boring.’ She took a drink. ‘And I can’t remember what the frog-folk can do.’

‘They can move water around, I think,’ Niall said.

Keira shrugged. ‘See? They’re all pish.’

‘You’ve no fucking clue what you’re talking about,’ B’Dang said, slurring and swaying from side to side.

‘Oh aye?’ Keira laughed. ‘Have you got more powers than healing bones and waving branches?’

‘Yes,’ B’Dang snarled. ‘Powers that make your fire throwing look like a children’s game.’

‘This sounds good. Go on.
’

‘Do you fear death, firewitch?’ B’Dang said.

‘No.’

‘You should.’

‘Are you fucking threatening me? I’ll kick yer head in, ya wee toerag.’

Agang glanced up at the campfire. Of those awake, Keira and B’Dang were the drunkest. Leah had put back mug after mug, but always seemed in control, while who knew what was going on inside Kylon’s dark mind. Flora was sober, as was Niall, though he had been smoking various weed-strains all night.

B’Dang was staring at Keira, but his face split in a grin, and he started laughing.

‘No, you crazy fucked-up barbarian,’ he said. ‘The Sanang powers, they are the powers of death. They’re so dangerous we kill anyone who shows even the slightest sign of higher powers.’

‘You kill your high mages?’ Kylon said. ‘Why?’

‘They used to rule us,’ B’Dang said. ‘Bastards the lot of them.’

Agang leaned up towards the bars of his cage, as the Kellach glanced at each other.

‘What can they do?’ asked Leah.

‘Shut your mouth, B’Dang,’ yelled Agang.

The Sanang warlord turned round to face him, his eyes wide. He drained his mug of wine and staggered to his feet.

‘You disrespect me, you fucking slave?’ he cried, stumbling forwards. ‘I’ll kill you.’

‘Look at him go,’ laughed Keira. ‘He’ll never make it to the cage. Hoi, Agang,’ she yelled, ‘if he does, punch him in the nose. You can have that one on me.’

Agang clenched his fist. He noticed Flora tense, her hand creeping towards her crossbow.

‘I’ll fucking rip you apart, you boy-loving…’ B’Dang cried, then tripped over a sleeping body.

‘See?’ cackled Keira.

Agang looked down. B’Dang was sprawled out on the cold ground just a yard from the wagon, his eyes closed. Flora relaxed
.

The firewitch leaned back against the wheel of a wagon. ‘It’s been a good night.’

‘It’s nearly dawn,’ Kylon said. ‘We should get some sleep.’

‘Fuck that,’ Keira said. ‘I’m staying up. Got the day off tomorrow, not wasting that.’

‘Well I’m going to bed,’ he said, standing. He turned to go, then stopped.

‘We should have kept marching, we’re running out of time.’

‘Oh fuck off,’ Keira said. ‘The army needed a fucking rest. We’ll be at the capital in twenty days. One night off isn’t going to make any difference.’

Kylon glared at her, then went past the guard post and into his tent.

‘Miserable bastard,’ Keira said. ‘Are the rest of you staying up?’

Leah shrugged. ‘Bed for me.’

‘What about you two?’ Keira said to the Holdings pair.

‘Do I have any choice?’ Flora said. ‘I’m on duty tonight. So’s Niall. Watching Agang.’

‘I’ll stay up if I can have a drink and get tomorrow off,’ Niall said.

‘One of you will have to stay on duty at least,’ Leah said as she got to her feet.

‘I have to babysit Fern tomorrow,’ Flora said.

‘All right,’ Leah said. ‘Flora, get some sleep. Niall, you stay up. You can have one drink, but no more.’

‘Thanks, boss,’ the trooper said, as Flora grabbed a blanket and curled up on the ground next to Fern and the warmth of the fire.

Leah nodded at Keira, and went into her tent.

‘This is shite,’ Keira said. ‘I was up for another barrel.’

Niall leaned over and picked up a stray mug. He filled it with the leavings from the other mugs sitting by the fire, and settled back.

‘Be light soon,’ he said. ‘No hills.’

Keira frowned at him, and stood. She staggered by the fireside, almost falling into the flames, but righted herself, and made her way to Agang’s cage-wagon.

‘Want a drink?
’

He looked up. ‘All right.’

She gazed around. ‘It’s too cold out here, and there’s nowhere to sit.’ She gestured to Niall. ‘Come up here and let him out. If we’re going to get hammered, I want to be sitting by the fire.’

Niall’s eyes widened, and he got to his feet, slinging his crossbow over his back.

‘Are you sure, boss?’ he said. ‘It sounds, I don’t know, a bit irresponsible.’

‘What’s the problem?’ she said. ‘You’re on duty, you can watch him.’

Niall frowned.

‘But we’ve no chains or handcuffs or anything.’

‘Well, just make sure you watch him closely.’

Niall rolled his eyes, and pulled a set of keys from his belt. He approached the cage.

‘Don’t make me regret this,’ he said to Agang. ‘I like you, but I’ll shoot you if you try something stupid.’

‘I’ll behave,’ Agang said, pulling himself up, his heart pounding. He had spent over thirty days in the cage, and a deep yearning for the open air filled him.

Niall pushed the key into the cage door and turned it. The Holdings man pulled the bars, and the door opened. He swung his crossbow to his front, then gestured to Agang.

‘Come on,’ Keira said, turning and walking back to the fire. Agang jumped down, smiling and stretching his legs. He pulled a thick blanket from the wagon and threw it over his shoulders. Niall pointed with his crossbow, and Agang walked to the fire. He sat next to Keira, a yard between them.

The firewitch filled three mugs with wine, a weedstick hanging from her lips.

‘I want you to drink that in one go,’ she said to Agang, handing him a mug. ‘You need to catch up.’

‘I haven’t drunk in a while,’ he said. ‘I’ll do it, but I warn you, I might throw it all back up.’

Keira laughed
.

Agang lifted the mug. He knew he wasn’t going to throw anything back up, but he wanted to look as though he might. Alcohol had no effect on him but now, he felt, was not the time to admit that particular ability. He raised the mug to his lips and drank the contents.

He grimaced and coughed, while Keira and Niall laughed. The firewitch refilled his mug.

‘Right,’ she said. ‘Let’s get to know each other. We all have to tell a secret. Agang, you first.’

‘It’s your game,’ he said. ‘You should go first.’

‘Fair enough,’ she shrugged. She frowned. ‘All right.’ She took a draw of her weedstick. ‘Don’t tell Kylon this, but I went into his tent earlier and moved all his stuff around. He fucking hates that. He’ll go spare when he wakes up.’

Niall laughed as he drank his second mug of wine.

She smirked at him. ‘You next.’

The trooper’s smile dropped. He glanced about, checking no one was awake.

‘I’m in love with Flora,’ he whispered.

‘Ha!’ Keira cried. ‘I fucking knew it.’

‘How?’ Niall said, his eyes wide. ‘I’ve never told anyone before.’

‘I’ve seen ye gawking at her when you think nobody’s looking,’ she said. ‘Why do you not tell her?’

‘There’s no point,’ he said. ‘She prefers girls.’

Keira’s eyes narrowed. ‘I think you’ve just given away one of her secrets, not yours.’

Agang glanced over at the sleeping form of Flora, curled up in blankets by the low fire.

‘I don’t know why she was keeping it quiet,’ Keira went on. ‘None of us give a shit.’

Niall re-filled his mug, but if Keira noticed she didn’t react.

‘It’s because of Sanang, I think,’ he said. ‘She’d heard that the people there don’t look too kindly on it. Think it’s unnatural or something.’

‘Fucking idiots,’ Keira said. She glared at Agang. ‘You people are fucking savages.
’

‘I was going to change all that,’ he said, ‘if you’d let me. I would have slowly turned Sanang into a more peaceful, tolerant country, like the Holdings.’

‘It was like that when the queen was in charge,’ Niall said. ‘Things have probably changed now that the Emperor is doing the bidding of the church.’

‘Another reason to kick their arses,’ Keira said.

‘And then what?’ Agang said. ‘Are you going to make the world a better place?’

‘Me?’ she smirked. ‘I’m only in this to overthrow the Emperor. I’m not interested in what happens after, so long as I can get home.’

‘Wasn’t your home destroyed by the Rahain?’

‘Aye, much of it. But way down at the bottom enough of my folk survive. Far away from every other fucker. Aye, I’ll go down there, and the rest of the world can get to fuck.’

She stubbed out a weedstick, and lit another.

‘Your turn,’ she said to Agang.

He frowned. He wondered if he should make something up, but the firewitch seemed perceptive enough to catch him out, even though she was as drunk as he had ever seen her. He buried his deeper secrets, and selected a lesser one.

‘I killed B’Dang’s brother, eleven years ago,’ he said. ‘He doesn’t know.’

‘Aye?’ Keira laughed. ‘Bit risky telling us, don’t you think? If the baldy wee bastard found out he’d kill you.’

Agang shrugged. ‘He wants to kill me anyway, but he obeys you.’

‘Fucking right he does.’

Niall put down his mug. ‘Was his brother an arsehole like him?’

Agang shook his head. ‘He was my best friend, when I was the leader of a warband in my early twenties.’

‘Then why did you kill him?’

‘Because he found out something that the warband would have killed me for, had they learned it.’

‘And what’s that?’ Keira said
.

‘A secret for another night.’

She snorted. ‘Fair enough.’

A log on the fire subsided, and the flames dropped lower. Niall and Keira sat in silence, and Agang noticed their eyelids drooping.

He gazed around. There was no hope of escape, even if they both fell asleep. The firewitch’s tents were surrounded by a thick ring of guards. He spotted B’Dang’s body, lying unconscious by the cage-wagon.

‘I still dream of burning the frog city,’ said Keira from the shadows. Agang turned to her.

‘What?’

‘The fucking Raka-something frog city,’ she said, her voice low and slurring. ‘I still dream of their screams as I torched them. There, you can have that one. Thought I owed you a better secret than the shit one I gave you before…’

Her eyes closed, and her head leaned back against the cart.

Agang glanced at Niall, but the trooper had also fallen asleep.

He leaned over and withdrew a long knife from the belt of a Sanang officer snoring by the fire. He got to his feet, and scanned the sleeping bodies to check for any movement. Beyond a circle of warmth, the ground was sparkling with a layer of frost, and the light in the eastern sky was starting to grow.

Agang crept over to where B’Dang lay, and pressed the knife to his throat.

He hesitated. He knew he would be punished if he were caught, and would be the obvious suspect if the camp awoke to find B’Dang dead with a slit throat. Could he make it look like an accident? He slid the knife into his boot and raised his hand towards B’Dang.

A shout rang out from the ring of guards, and moments later a horn blew.

Agang froze.

He heard stirring from the campfire behind him, and darted back to Niall’s side as Flora sat up.

‘What’s going on?’ she groaned, as more horns were blown
.

‘I don’t know,’ he said.

She stared at him, and grabbed her crossbow. ‘What the fuck are you doing?’

He raised his palms. ‘Keira let me out.’

She frowned.

Agang caught something move in the sky, and squinted into the growing light. Flora turned to see what he was looking at.

‘Holy fuck!’ she yelled. She punched Niall on the arm, but the trooper fell over onto his side and continued snoring.

‘Winged gaien!’ Flora shouted, staggering to her feet. ‘Winged fucking gaien!’

Kylon appeared by the fire, dishevelled. He stared up at the sky, a frown on his lips.

‘Who the fuck are they?’ Leah cried as she came out of her tent, buckling on her armour.

Kylon knelt and nudged Keira, who didn’t respond.

‘Fuck,’ he said. ‘She’s out.’ He noticed Agang, and his frown deepened.

‘Keira let him out apparently,’ Flora said.

Kylon stood. He pulled a long wooden tube from his leather overcoat and put it to his eye, gazing in the direction of the hundreds of tiny specks in the south-eastern sky.

‘Rahain markings,’ he muttered, lowering the tube. He scanned the people by the fire.

‘Leah, wake up B’Dang. Flora, find me a stick of keenweed from Niall’s supply. Agang, sit still and don’t move a fucking inch. I’ll be back in a minute.’

He turned and disappeared into his tent. Leah looked around for B’Dang, while Flora rooted in Niall’s pockets, her crossbow trained on Agang.

Agang kept his eyes on the sky. A fleet of carriages flown from Rahain could only mean one thing. An imperial army. He swallowed, as he realised that he no longer knew who he wanted to win. His head wanted the empire to smash Keira and B’Dang, and put him back on 
the throne, but his heart was pondering the possibilities of the new order that the firewitch would create if she were successful.

‘They’re fast,’ he said. ‘They’ll be here in a few minutes.’

Flora glared at him as she clutched a smokestick in her hand. Behind her, Leah and the Sanang chief were gazing up at the sky.

‘How the fuck do they know we’re here?’ B’Dang cried.

‘The mage-priests will have been watching the army since it crossed the frontier,’ Flora said. ‘Remember Benel? There will be at least one on board that fleet with similar powers.’

‘Fuck,’ spat Leah. ‘The winery was a fucking trap.’

‘What?’ yelled B’Dang.

‘How do you beat the Sanang?’ Leah went on. ‘Lead them to a mountain of booze and attack the following dawn.’

B’Dang gazed up, his mouth open.

Kylon came out of his tent with a bucket of water and emptied it over Keira’s head.

‘Ya fucking fanny,’ she shrieked, lashing out with her fist.

Kylon swerved to avoid the blow.

‘Get up.’

‘Fuck off,’ she growled. Her hair was soaked, and water was dripping from her chin. Her eyes closed.

Kylon knelt by her. ‘Up.’

She began snoring.

He shook her by the shoulders. ‘Leave me alone,’ she muttered. ‘I’ll fucking snap yer neck.’

Kylon turned to Flora, his hand out-stretched. She lit the weedstick and passed it to him. He waited for Keira to exhale, then pinched her nose and placed the smokestick in her mouth.

She inhaled, then spluttered and began to cough. She toppled over onto her knees, retching.

B’Dang started to laugh, then noticed Agang.

‘What the fuck?’ he cried, staring. He narrowed his eyes and put a hand to his neck, then gazed at the blood on his fingertips from the small slit Agang’s knife had made
.

Agang smiled.

‘I’ve got him covered,’ Flora said.

Kylon stood, as Keira vomited dark red liquid onto the ground. He jumped up onto the front of the cart she had been leaning against, and stared out over the camp. He shook his head, as horn blasts echoed across the lines of campfires and tents.

‘Here they come!’ someone shouted.

Agang looked up and gasped. The flying carriages were much larger in the sky, and were hurtling towards the Sanang camp, their gaien at full speed.

‘There’s one aimed right at us,’ Leah cried.

‘Weapons,’ Kylon yelled. ‘There’s a carriage coming for the command tents.’

The guards and officers around the fire scattered, running to their tents for their armour and swords. Kylon looked down at Keira.

‘You ready?’

‘Go fuck yourself.’

‘Stay close, Fern,’ Flora said to the Sanang girl, as she checked her crossbow. ‘Sit by Agang so I can see you both. And kick Niall.’

Fern planted her boot in the trooper’s chest, but he just groaned and rolled over.

Two hundred yards to their left, the first carriage was released, the cables binding it to the gaien cut. The wooden tube glided in. It had long triangular wings on either side, and steel plates reinforcing its nose-cone. It smashed at a low angle into a line of tents, ploughing through ropes and canvas and digging into the hard frozen soil. Agang stood to get a better view.

‘Sit the fuck down,’ Flora yelled at him.

He glared at her but obeyed, his last glance before he sat that of the side doors of the carriage opening and the ranks of soldiers within aiming their crossbows.

The screaming began as Agang took his place next to Fern.

‘Get ready!’ Leah cried.

Agang looked up. The closest carriage was now only a few hundred 
yards away, part of the enormous first wave that was assaulting the camp. There were further waves behind, still some miles distant, but gaining with every second.

The carriage’s cables were cut, and it soared towards them. Guards and officers panicked and fled from its path, diving out of the way. Agang sat frozen as the carriage landed by the outer ring protecting the command tents. It went right over his cage-wagon, crushing it in a second as it gouged out a furrow. It carried on, passing the campfire where they sat by a few yards, killing any that remained in its way. It ground to a halt as it was flattening Keira’s tent.

‘Down,’ Flora yelled, and Fern and Agang dived to the ground. Kylon crouched behind his shield, covering Keira as she knelt, her head bowed. Leah was behind the nearest cart, her longbow ready.

The carriage doors opened, and two dozen bolts were fired from each side. Kylon’s shield took three, but his grip remained firm. Agang felt the air whistle over his head as Flora shot her bow into the mass of Rahain emerging from the carriage. Kylon dragged Keira round to join Leah behind the cart, from where she was loosing arrows into the advancing soldiers.

Agang noticed Niall’s crossbow and picked it up. He crouched next to Flora, and began shooting.

She glanced at him, an eyebrow arched, but said nothing.

B’Dang yelled out from the left, and charged at the Rahain with a force of Sanang that he had rallied. Several were cut down as the imperial soldiers turned to aim their crossbows at them, but they covered the distance to the carriage in seconds, swarming round it. The Rahain soldiers dropped their crossbows and drew their swords, and formed a wall with their shields. The two sides met in a crash, but the Sanang were stronger, and began pushing the Rahain back.

Flora relaxed, and lowered her crossbow.

‘That was fucking close,’ she said.

Agang placed the crossbow next to Niall.

Flora eyed him. ‘You changed sides?’

‘I didn’t want to die.
’

More Sanang joined those fighting the Rahain next to the command tents, and Agang gazed around. Dozens of carriages from the first wave were landing all over the valley where the army had camped, smashing through tents and clusters of unprepared warriors.

‘This is a fucking disaster,’ Flora muttered.

‘Don’t be a miserable wee cow,’ said Keira.

They turned. The firewitch was standing, her eyes red and her face blotchy. She was smoking the keenweed that Kylon had given her. He was lurking behind, unshaven and scowling, his long overcoat scuffing off the ground.

‘Build up the fire,’ Keira said.

Leah picked up an axe and started to hack a wagon apart, while Fern loaded the pieces onto the fire.

Keira put out her hand, and the flames ripped through the new wood, growing in heat and intensity. Soldiers were ordered over to help, and soon a bonfire was raging. The last of the Rahain that had attacked the command tents had been killed, and the soldiers re-formed their protective ring around the firewitch as she prepared.

The second wave of imperial flying carriages was closing in as Keira rolled her shoulders. She took a swig of rum from Fern, and squinted up into the sky.

‘Come and get it, ya scaly bastards,’ Keira cried, and raised her left arm.

A stream of fire twenty yards long arose from the bonfire and shot through the air. It hit the lead carriage, slicing through it from front to back. The carriage broke apart, spilling its contents down on the empty land beyond the edge of the camp.

The army let out a cheer.

Keira frowned. ‘Need something different, that’ll take way too long.’

She stared at the sky, then grinned.

Keira raised her hands, and more fire rose up from behind her, creating an enormous ball of flame hovering above the camp, like a cloud. Soldiers were breaking up the flying carriage that had landed 
nearby, and lines of them were feeding the flames, as Keira spread her arms and the cloud grew.

She kept her left arm raised, grunting under the effort, while she started to flick the fingers of her right hand. Slivers of fire spat out from the cloud, each a yard long. Only a few at first, then Keira cried out, and a great burst of fire arrows erupted from the cloud of flame, tearing towards the fleet of gaien and carriages. Like a dense hailstorm, they ripped through wood and flesh until the sky was bright with falling carriages on fire.

The camp fell silent as it watched. Agang’s eyes were wide. Thousands of fire arrows raced across the sky, tearing through gaien wings, and engulfing their cargo. Carriages tumbled from the sky, while others flew on in flames. The third and final wave soared into range, and Keira increased her tempo, her face alight in the reflected glow of the fireshow above, and her heels dug into the hard earth beneath her. Agang got to his feet, and this time Flora said nothing.

A low chant of ‘kill-kill, kill-kill’ droned up from the camp as the last of the flying carriages were consumed in the firestorm. The whole army picked up the chant and it grew louder.

Keira screamed as she turned night into day and the sky burned, amid the growing roar of ‘kill-kill’.

She raised her head and swung her arms out to the side, and the fires above whooshed and went out, plunging the ground into the gloom of a cloudy winter’s dawn on the Plateau. The sun was shielded behind a thick front, and scattered fires from the wreckage of the Rahain fleet lit up the fields surrounding the camp.

The army went silent. Agang turned to face the firewitch.

She looked him in the eye.

‘I’m a fucking fire goddess,’ she said, then fell to the ground. Kylon was by her side in an instant, Fern close behind.

Agang gazed out over the carnage covering the valley. The first wave of the assault had caused considerable damage to the camp. Lines of tents had been destroyed, and corpses covered the ground. There were still a few pockets of Rahain fighting, though many appeared to be 
fleeing to the east. Agang could see a line of them heading away in the distance, running from the massacre of the second and third waves.

Flora glanced at him, then down at Niall.

‘Look at him,’ she said. ‘Slept through the whole thing.’

She kicked him, and he rolled over. His eyes were open, and two crossbow bolts were embedded in his chest.

‘Fuck,’ Flora cried, and fell to her knees. ‘Fuck.’

She took the dead trooper’s hands and clutched them between her own.

‘He’s still warm,’ she wept.

Agang knelt next to her. ‘He was a good man.’

‘Shut up,’ she said, tears smearing her white face-paint. ‘Just shut up.’

He fell silent and looked away. On the other side of the bonfire Leah was talking to Kylon. They noticed him and walked over.

Leah saw Niall, and bent down next to him, choking back a sob. Kylon frowned.

‘We shouldn’t have stopped,’ he said. ‘This little holiday has cost us a quarter of our army, who were killed while they slept, just like Niall. Hundreds were slaughtered for every minute it took to get Keira ready.’

‘How is the firewitch?’ Agang said.

Kylon glared at him, then glanced at the wrecked remains of his old cage-wagon.

‘I saw you shoot at the imperial soldiers,’ he said, ‘but don’t think that means I trust you. I don’t. We’ll get you a new wagon prepared. You’re still a prisoner.’

Agang said nothing.

‘Leah,’ Kylon said.

The Lach woman looked up from where she was kneeling next to Niall. ‘What?’

‘Get up,’ he said. ‘We need to get the army moving as fast as possible. I need you to find B’Dang and the others and get them on the road.’

Leah stood, and joined Kylon as he strode towards the command tents
.

Flora wiped her eyes and sat back. On the ground by her feet the fallen trooper’s pockets had spilled open, and a roll of weedsticks lay on the dirt. She picked it up and lit one.

Agang sat down next to her. The day had come, and the sky was a pale grey, with just a few wisps of smoke remaining from the conflagration that had devoured the heavens.

Flora passed him the smokestick.

He took a draw.

‘She might be right,’ he said.

‘Who?’

‘Keira. She might be a goddess.’

‘She’s not,’ said Flora. ‘She’s an illiterate pyromaniac with an enormous ego.’

Agang smiled, and passed her the weedstick.

Flora sighed. ‘But I love her all the same. Just as I loved Niall.’

Agang said nothing, and they sat smoking next to the trooper’s body, his face lit by the embers of the dying bonfire.






Chapter 28



Disagreements









S

lateford, Imperial Rahain – 25
th
 Day, First Third Winter 506


Killop sat by the bedroom window, scanning the report Bridget had prepared, detailing the latest mass departure of Kellach settlers from the estate. Two thousand had left within the last third, and they were facing a shortage of skilled labour in a dozen different areas.

He glanced out of the open window. The day was ending, the light holding out for a few minutes longer than it had the evening before. The estate was covered in a thick blanket of snow, and he took a moment to savour the cold air.

A noise came from the bed and he turned.

Daphne groaned and rolled onto her back, her eyes closed. He gazed at her for a few seconds, then went back to reading.

‘Water…’

He dropped the report, the pages falling like leaves to the floor as he ran towards Daphne. He picked up a mug of water from the bedside table and held it to her lips.

She took a sip, and opened her eyes.

‘Killop,’ she said.

‘Drink more.’

She nodded and finished the mug in slow gulps
.

‘Karalyn?’

‘With Bridget and Bedig. She’s fine. I’ll get her in a minute after you’ve had a chance to wake up.’

‘How long was I out?’

‘Two days,’ he said, putting the mug back on the table and refilling it from the jug. ‘Do you remember getting here?’

She shook her head, and pushed herself up into a sitting position.

‘No one saw you arrive,’ he said. ‘I came in the night before yesterday, and you were asleep in bed, with your pack and boots stacked up neatly by the door. We’ve no idea how you got past us, I mean we were all sitting next door at the time.’

‘Probably through the window,’ she said, a faint smile on her lips. ‘For the last few days of the journey I had to go into a kind of deep vision trance. It was the coldest I’ve ever been.’

‘You walked the whole way?’ he said, getting up. ‘Through the blizzard?’

She picked up the mug of water as Killop walked over to the table. ‘I couldn’t exactly turn back,’ she said, drinking. ‘I saw the Senate burn.’

‘Aye, we heard.’

‘And I exchanged a few words with Ghorley.’

‘The new governor of Rahain?’ Killop said, returning to the bed. He held out a bowl of dried fruit and nuts for her. ‘Laodoc has a few things to say about him.’

‘How is he?’ she asked, placing the bowl in her lap and eating.

‘Depressed. Angry. When word came that the Old Free government had fallen, he was expecting to be called back, but a delegation from the capital flew out, and forbade him from setting foot in any Rahain city, and telling him that he’d been stripped of all authority.’

Daphne shook her head as she ate.

‘He’s desperate to speak to you,’ Killop went on. ‘He’s been camped outside the door ever since he heard you were back.’

‘Maybe later.’

Killop nodded. ‘He wants to ask about his son.
’

Daphne frowned. ‘Ruellap? I didn’t see him. I don’t know what happened to him.’

‘I’ll let him know.’

Daphne sat back, and put the bowl down.

He gazed at her.

‘What is it?’ she said.

‘Nothing, just good to see you.’

‘I’m glad to be back.’

She yawned.

‘I’m still exhausted,’ she said. ‘I should be fine in the morning if I go back to sleep now. Could you get Karalyn for me?’

‘Aye.’

He got up and lit a small lamp, then shuttered the windows against the evening sky. He went to the bedroom door and opened it a few inches. Bridget glanced up at him from where she was sitting in the living room. Opposite her Bedig was throwing Karalyn up into the air, while Laodoc sat by the low table.

Killop’s eyes went from Bridget to Karalyn, and the Brig woman nodded. She leaned over and whispered something to Bedig, and he scooped the child up and carried her over to the door.

‘You after the wee one?’ he asked.

‘Aye.’

‘Thank fuck for that,’ Bedig said. ‘I’m knackered.’

He passed Karalyn to Killop, who took her and closed the door.

‘Kara-bear,’ Daphne said, and the girl squealed and wriggled as she caught sight of her mother. Killop sat her on the bed next to Daphne.

Killop watched as the woman and girl gazed at each other in silence, envious that he wasn’t included in the mind-linking, but happy to see them smile. Daphne lay down, and her daughter cuddled in beside her.

‘I missed you both,’ Daphne said.

‘We missed you,’ he said.

Daphne yawned again, and closed her eyes.

He kissed her on the forehead. Karalyn sat up on the bed and did the same. He picked her up, then stole back to the door and crept out
.

Laodoc was waiting for him.

‘Any news?’ he asked, his eyes alight.

Killop nodded. ‘She woke up.’

‘Excellent. Do you think she’s in any condition to answer a couple of questions?’

Killop shook his head and sat. He balanced Karalyn on his knee and poured himself an ale. ‘She had something to eat and drink, then fell asleep again. She’ll be up and about in the morning.’

Laodoc frowned.

‘I asked about your son,’ Killop said. ‘Daphne didn’t see him. I’m sorry.’

Laodoc slumped back into his chair.

‘I have to assume the worst,’ he said. ‘All the reports say that the mob that broke into the High Senate strung the bodies of the Old Free government up on the walls for everyone to see. I fail to discern any reason why my son wasn’t up there with the rest of them.’

‘Maybe he wasn’t in the Senate at the time,’ Bridget said.

‘Then Ghorley will have hunted him down and had him executed. The destruction of my family is complete.’

Killop and Bridget shared a glance.

Laodoc stood. ‘I might go to my room.’

They watched as the old man walked away.

‘Poor bastard,’ Bridget whispered.

Bedig got up and squeezed onto the seat next to Bridget, who shifted along.

‘Did you get a chance to read my report?’ she asked Killop.

‘Aye.’

‘Grim reading,’ she said. ‘The folk that left once the blizzard stopped included smiths, carpenters, millers, you fucking name it. The average age of folk in the estate has gone up by a decade in the last third. And the Old Free blockade may have gone, but there’s still no trade.’

Killop frowned.

‘The good news,’ she said, ‘is that with less folk, our food reserves should last the winter, but if the situation’s not improved by then…
’

‘Then what?’

‘Then we might have to face facts, Killop,’ she said. ‘The way things are going, the Rahain will be slaughtering each other for a good while yet. And we’re stuck in the middle, like the band in a fight between families at a wedding.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘We’re not giving up.’

‘But neither side wants us here,’ she went on. ‘Ghorley ripped up our sovereignty agreement, you heard what their delegates said. As far as they’re concerned, this is imperial land. It’s only a matter of time before they organise themselves and come after us.’

‘Then we fight them.’

Bridget sighed.

‘I can’t believe you’re saying all this,’ Killop said. ‘Have you lost faith in what we’re doing?’

‘It was fine when Laodoc was in charge,’ she said. ‘Since then…?’

Killop narrowed his eyes. ‘If it gets really bad, we could go back to the Severed City for a while.’

Bridget gave him a look of disbelief. ‘Sure, let’s go even deeper into Rahain.’ She shook her head. ‘The uprising’s over, Killop. The slaves have been freed. We don’t need to keep fighting their war.’

‘It’s our war too.’

‘No it fucking isn’t.’

Karalyn cried, and Bridget fell silent. Killop took the child in his arms, calming himself and removing the anger from his mind.

‘All right,’ he said, ‘then where are you suggesting?’

‘Home,’ she said, ‘our real home.’

He closed his eyes. ‘I couldn’t bear seeing Kell broken.’

‘We go to Domm,’ she said, ‘that’s where the Kellach are. Isn’t it, Bedig?’ She nudged him.

‘Eh?’ he said, blinking.

Bridget sighed. ‘You dozy bastard.’

‘We can talk about it another time,’ Killop said. ‘We’ve enough reserves for the winter. We can discuss it again in spring.’

Bridget’s eyes narrowed
.

He stood, holding Karalyn.

‘It’s time for her bed,’ he said. ‘I’ll see you later.’

He turned from them before his anger upset the child. He had felt himself starting to be enraged by Bridget’s words. How could she be thinking of leaving, after all they had done?

He opened the door to the bedroom, and shut them out of his mind.
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‘So where are you going?’ said Daphne between mouthfuls of pastries.

‘Kalden wants me,’ Killop said, pulling on his leathers. ‘There’s a crowd of peasants at the border trying to get into the estate.’

Daphne drew back the sheets of the bed and stood, stretching.

‘I’ll come.’

He watched her standing by the bed in her loose white nightgown, the bright light of dawn shining through the window. He paused.

She caught his eye and smiled.

‘How you feeling this morning?’ he said.

Her green eyes held his gaze. ‘Come over and find out.’
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Two hours later, Daphne walked alongside Killop and Bridget as they made their way towards the town. The snow had been cleared from the roads, and a hard frost glittered on the ground. The sun remained low in the sky as it approached noon, and the town came into sight.

Killop glanced at Daphne, who was wrapped up well against the freezing temperatures.

‘You warm enough?’ he said.

‘Yeah,’ she said, reaching into her pocket and pulling out a bag of nuts.

‘You’ve been eating all morning,’ Bridget said.

‘I was asleep for two days,’ Daphne said, munching, ‘and I was travelling light from the city. Wasn’t exactly eating three meals a day.
’

‘You’re making me hungry.’

‘Think about something else,’ she said. ‘Bedig, for example. How’s it going? You two getting along again?’

‘Aye. He’s an idiot, but.’

‘He’s not. He’s just… easily distracted.’

‘Aye,’ Bridget frowned, ‘by boobs, mostly.’

They reached the southern outskirts of the town. It was quiet at first, but grew busier as they reached the centre. Folk nodded and waved to them as they passed, and a few raised their eyebrows at Daphne’s return.

‘You should probably know,’ muttered Bridget, ‘a rumour went about that you’d run off, after dumping your daughter with Killop.’

Daphne shrugged. ‘They can think what they like.’

‘Lies spread and grow if you leave them,’ said Killop. ‘I don’t want people lying about you.’

‘I don’t care.’

‘But I do,’ he said. ‘I mean I don’t mind what opinions folk hold, as long as they’re not built on lies.’

‘And are you a judge of what is true?’

‘I don’t claim to know everything,’ he said, ‘but I know when something’s wrong, and spreading bullshit about you is wrong.’

Bridget glanced at them and smirked. ‘Was that a row I just witnessed?’

‘A disagreement,’ said Daphne, as they squeezed through the busy town centre.

A squad of militia was waiting for them by the northern exit from the main square.

‘Chief,’ their leader nodded. ‘Kalden asked us to escort you to the border post.’

‘Lead the way.’

The squad about-turned and marched from the square, Killop and the others following.

‘Hopefully we can stop for lunch on the way back,’ Daphne said, as they passed a tavern
.

‘Depends how long it takes,’ Killop said. He looked over at the squad leader. ‘How many peasants have gathered?’

‘Over a thousand, Chief.’

‘What?’

‘Over a fucking thousand?’ Bridget cried.

‘Aye,’ the squad leader nodded. ‘Kalden’s called out the entire militia.’

They picked up their pace, and left the paved streets of the town behind. Ahead, the dark mass of the forest loomed. In the wide, cleared space between the trees and the settlement two groups of people had assembled. On the side nearest the town, black-clad Kellach militia with shields were holding back a much bigger crowd of Rahain peasants. The peasants were pushing forwards, but the Kellach lines were keeping them from advancing. More Rahain were approaching from the road leading through the forest, adding weight to the jostling crowd.

Kalden and a couple of officers stood at the rear, directing the militia. He turned and saw Killop and the squad approach.

‘Chief,’ he said, ‘we have a little problem.’

‘What do they want?’

Kalden spat on the ground. ‘They say they want to pass through the estate, Chief. Apparently mobs of New Free have seized control of the bridges downstream from here, and the peasants want to use ours to cross.’

‘And then they’ll leave the estate?’

‘That’s what they say.’

‘Do they have a leader?’ Bridget said. ‘Someone we can talk to?’

‘I’ve spoken to a few at the front,’ Kalden said. ‘There’s no one in charge.’

Bridget glanced around. ‘Bring that cart over.’

Kalden nodded, and his two officers ran over and dragged the cart forward.

Bridget faced Killop as the cart was hauled into position. ‘What shall I say to them? Should we let them through? The bridge at the 
north end is quiet, though we’d have to guard that side of town if we decide to allow it.’

Killop gazed at the crowd of Rahain.

‘A hundred every ten minutes,’ he said, ‘if they agree to behave.’

Bridget nodded.

‘Kalden,’ she said, ‘send fifty to the bridge and fifty each for the roads on either side of it. Send a runner to the town, and get the streets cleared. Signal the call to arms, and have every route leading to the northern bridge guarded. You got all that?’

‘Aye,’ he nodded, and went to his officers, who had shoved the cart right up to the line of peasants.

Bridget jumped up, and raised her arms.

‘Shut the fuck up and listen to me,’ she cried out in Rahain to the crowd of peasants.

They turned and gazed up at her.

‘Let’s make a deal,’ she said. ‘You don’t want to be here, and we sure as fuck don’t want you here. But we understand that you’re running for your lives, so let’s work something out.’

‘Let us through!’ cried one of the Rahain, and the crowd roared.

‘What the fuck do you think I’m doing up here?’ Bridget cried. ‘But we’ve got conditions. Break them, and the militia will break your fucking heads.’

The crowd quietened again.

‘First,’ she said, ‘we’ve marked out a route, and you’ll stick to it. No wandering off, unless you want a boot in your face. Second, not all at once. We’re going to do this properly. There’s no way on this fucking earth that we’re going to let you stampede through our town, understand?’

A low murmur came from the crowd, but no one cried out.

‘And last,’ she went on, ‘and we’re going to judge your good will on this, and your agreement that you’ll abide by the other conditions.’ She paused, staring at them. ‘I want you all to move back three paces. Now.’

The crowd stayed motionless.

Bridget folded her arms. ‘If you don’t, you’re not getting through.
’

One by one the peasants began to edge backwards, until there was a yard clear between them and the line of Kellach militia.

‘More,’ Bridget cried.

The crowd obeyed.

‘Good,’ Bridget said. She glanced at Killop. ‘We ready?’

He nodded.

She looked over the crowd. ‘Right. The first will be from here.’ She pointed ahead. ‘The front ten rows from here. Step forwards.’

The Kellach lines parted, leaving a gap ten yards wide, and the chosen peasants jostled through.

‘Enough,’ Bridget cried, after the first batch of peasants had passed. The militia re-formed, pushing the crowd back.

‘Move back!’ Bridget yelled. ‘I don’t care if we’re here all day, you’ll do what you’re fucking told.’

The crowd swayed and roiled, and crept back a few yards.

Killop watched as the first batch of peasants ran down the road towards the bridge, militia posted along the route.

‘Kalden,’ he said, ‘get your officers to take over from Bridget.’

He nodded and turned away.

‘She’s good,’ Daphne said, as Bridget clambered down from the cart.

Killop nodded, still rankling from the previous evening’s argument.

She grinned at him as she approached.

‘Nice job,’ Daphne said.

‘Cheers,’ Bridget replied.

‘Come on,’ Killop said. ‘Let’s go to the bridge. I want to make sure everything’s fine.’

Daphne glanced at Bridget as they walked towards the road. ‘Is he in a bad mood with you?’

‘We had a disagreement last night.’

‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ Killop said.

‘Will you tell me later?’ Daphne said.

‘Aye. Just let me focus on getting a thousand peasants across our land without any bloodshed.’

Killop walked on, the two women silent beside him
.

They reached the northern bridge. It was on the edge of town, and was the smallest of its three river crossings. A few farmhouses were the closest buildings, while the paved streets of the town began fifty yards to the south. Killop saw that the word had spread. Folk were assembling, having dusted off their old swords. The roads leading into town were each blocked, thick with armed Kellach.

The first batch of peasants had crossed when they reached the bridge. The militia saluted and they stopped. Daphne lit a cigarette.

‘It was about leaving,’ said Killop, his voice low so the militia couldn’t hear. ‘Leaving Slateford and going back to Kellach Brigdomin.’

‘What?’ Daphne said.

‘That’s what our disagreement was about.’

‘If things don’t get better,’ Bridget said.

Daphne looked at her. ‘Kellach Brigdomin?’

‘Aye, Daphne,’ Bridget said, ‘the arse-end of fucking nowhere. Away from all this… all this.’

She gestured as the next batch of peasants came into view, running down the road from the border post.

‘That’s more than a hundred,’ Bridget said, ‘and less than ten minutes.’ She looked at Killop. ‘Do you want me to take over back there? Kalden’s guys are all right, but I’m not sure they’re up to managing that crowd.’

Killop nodded, and Bridget ran back up the road, passing the band of Rahain as they charged towards the bridge.

The militia readied themselves on the approaches to the crossing, flanking both sides of the road, as the peasants neared. Killop and Daphne watched as they passed, their boots thudding over the wooden planks of the bridge, onwards and along the road to the west, where more militia were positioned, guiding them to the far border.

The sun came out from behind a cloud, and the day brightened.

‘Your plan seems to be working,’ Daphne said.

‘So far.’

‘It’ll take a couple of hours. Shall we get some lunch?’

He smiled, and took her hand
.

‘We’ll be in the nearest tavern,’ he said to the officer at the bridge. He and Daphne started to walk for the town. Killop paused, and turned to the officer.

‘Keep me updated every half hour.’
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Killop sat back, his hands behind his head, the fire at the end of the tavern warming him. His empty plate was on the table before him, while Daphne sat on the bench to his right, still eating. The officer at the bridge had sent him two runners so far, each saying that the plan was working, and the numbers at the border post were beginning to thin.

Daphne wiped her mouth and sighed, sipping from a cup of wine.

‘We should head back,’ he said.

‘After this,’ she said, holding up her lit cigarette.

‘All right.’

Daphne frowned. ‘Do you think Bridget’s serious about leaving?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘She says that if things don’t get better she might consider it. We just have to make sure things get better.’

Daphne’s face went through several expressions.

‘You don’t think things will get better?’ he said.

‘Maybe eventually,’ she said, ‘once the civil war’s over. But it’s probably going to get worse before it gets better.’

‘You agree with her? You think we should go?’

‘I didn’t say that,’ she said. ‘I don’t give up just because things get bad for a while.’

‘Are you happy here?’

‘I’m happy to be with you and Karalyn. It feels like I’ve been on the move for years. Some stability would be nice for a change.’

The tavern door flew open and a scout ran in.

‘Chief,’ she cried. ‘Kalden and Bridget need you back at the border post.’

‘Why?
’

‘A mob of New Free has arrived,’ the scout said. ‘They’re threatening to attack the peasants.’

Killop and Daphne got to their feet. The scout escorted them as they hurried back to the main road.

‘How many peasants have passed through so far?’ Killop said.

‘About half, Bridget thinks, Chief.’

As they left the town, Killop began to hear shouting. The sun was low in the west, and in the dim light he saw a separate crowd of Rahain gathered at the edge of the forest, about twenty yards from the peasants that still had to pass through Slateford.

‘Chief, over here,’ shouted Bridget.

He went up to the wagon by the border crossing, Daphne by his side. Bridget was perched on the driver’s bench, gazing out over the two groups of Rahain.

‘Do we keep letting them through, Chief?’ she said.

‘Are the New Free armed?’

‘Seen some swords. Only a few, but.’

Kalden approached.

‘Let all the peasants through,’ Killop said, ‘then seal the border.’

‘Aye, Chief.’

Kalden turned, and spoke to his officers.

Bridget jumped down.

‘We should get out of the way,’ she said. ‘There’s going to be a stampede.’

‘Better than a massacre.’

They backed off as the militia prepared to open their lines. Kalden was marshalling them, his officers taking a flank each. He raised his arm, and the ranks of Kellach militia split their lines in two, leaving a large gap in the middle.

The peasants sprinted for the opening, charging through, jostling and pushing. Lines of militia guided them onto the correct path, and Killop held his breath as he watched the mass of peasants squeeze through the gap
.

When half were through, the pushing increased, amid scream and cries.

‘What the fuck’s going on?’ muttered Bridget.

‘I’ll take a look,’ Daphne said. ‘Hold my arm.’

Killop put a hand onto her shoulder, and her green eyes glazed over. As he held her, he saw Kalden climb up onto the wagon.

Daphne shook her head and coughed, and Killop turned back to her.

‘Crossbows,’ she gasped. ‘At least a company.’

Her eyes glanced over at Kalden, who was getting to his feet on the back of the wagon.

‘Get down,’ Killop shouted.

Kalden stood, then fell backwards, bolts slamming into his chest and abdomen. His body dropped into the sea of panicking Rahain, and disappeared. All along the line, peasants were falling, and the shields of the Kellach militia were struck in the hail of crossbows bolts.

Daphne drew her sword.

‘Shieldwall!’ Killop bellowed. ‘Charge!’

He drew his sword, and joined the right flank of Kellach as they bunched their shields into a tight wall. Killop kept his head down as they sprinted, his ears ringing with the guttural roar of the Kellach warriors, while the remaining peasants passed through the gap between the two flanks. Daphne stayed close, her eyes fierce.

Several Kellach were hit in the storm of bolts and though some remained on their feet, others fell to the ground. The lines of New Free began to disintegrate at the Kellach’s approach. Many turned and fled, as the first of the militia got within sword range. The Kellach smashed through the New Free, swinging their long swords and axes, cutting down any within reach. The Rahain scattered into the forest, and the Kellach pushed on after them.

Killop picked up the shield of a fallen Kellach warrior and led the militia through the trees. Daphne fought next to him, carving her way through the fleeing Rahain.

He signalled a halt to the charge, and she glanced up at him, then 
around at the corpses of the Rahain littering the forest floor amid the patches of red snow.

‘They were slaves a year ago,’ she said.

‘Like we were,’ Killop said as he watched the Kellach re-group, their blades dark.

The militia walked back to the border, where a crowd of Kellach from the town had gathered, their weapons unsheathed. A group had formed around the wagon where Kalden had been killed, his body lain out on its flat carriage-bed. No living Rahain was in sight, though many lay on the cold ground where they had fallen.

Bridget nodded as Killop approached.

‘We got them,’ he said.

Bridget said nothing, her eyes red.

‘They might retaliate,’ Daphne said. ‘The New Free. They might come back.’

He glanced at the forest.

‘We’ll build a timber stockade.’

‘How long is the border?’

‘Eight miles on this side.’

Daphne frowned. ‘That could take a while.’

Killop approached the wagon, his eyes falling on Kalden’s body. He shook his head as he stared at his dead friend. Daphne and Bridget stood to either side.

‘When the New Free return,’ said Bridget, ‘they’ll be bringing a shitload more than they did today. That buys us some time.’

‘There’s an hour of light left,’ Killop said. ‘Get teams sent to the forest with axes. We start now.’
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Shella awoke shivering. She opened her eyes and sat up.

‘Close the fucking window, you imbecile,’ she cried to Benel. ‘I’m freezing.’

The Holdings mage flicked the ash from his weedstick over the ledge and smiled.

‘But you complain about the smoke if I don’t.’

‘Right now my comfort is more important than the smell,’ she said. ‘Close the window, and get your ass over here.’

Benel held the smokestick in his lips and swung the heavy shutters across the window, dimming the light in the room. Shella watched him as he neared, one of her dressing gowns over his narrow shoulders.

‘And take that off. You look like an idiot.’

‘At once, your Highness,’ he said, bowing. He untied the belt and let the dressing gown fall to the floor. He stood before her, naked and smirking.

‘You need some exercise,’ she said. ‘You’re getting flabby.’

His face fell.

He got into bed next to her, but looked away.

‘You were crying in your sleep again.
’

She glared at him.

‘You must have really loved Jayki.’

‘Fuck you,’ she said. ‘Of course I loved him. The shit that boy took because of me...’ Tears came to her eyes, and she tried to shake them away. ‘Nobody else would have stayed. But he did.’

‘I’m not going anywhere.’

‘Fucksake Benel, this is not about you.’

‘I know you blame yourself for his death.’

She bared her teeth, gripping onto the covers of the bed, her knuckles white.

‘It wasn’t your fault,’ he said. ‘You made the hardest choice possible, and gave him the peace he needed. He was in pain, and you acted with mercy and kindness. I couldn’t have done it.’

Shella put her head in her hands and wept.

Like putting a sick animal out of its misery, that’s what the old Kell bastard had said, when he had informed her that Jayki’s mind was in torment, and that she needed to do the merciful thing. She had sat on the information for four days, spending most of that time by his bedside, gazing at him in unsleeping exhaustion. He looked at peace, but Kalayne had insisted that what was left of his conscious mind was screaming in agony. On the fifth morning she stopped his heart.

Benel took her hand, but she pulled it away.

‘You did a good thing,’ he said, ‘but there was a price, and you’re paying it.’

He passed her the weedstick, and she took a deep draw. Her tears subsided, and she blinked.

‘What are you doing today?’ he said.

‘Same old shit,’ she said. ‘Nothing.’

‘No invitations to any parties?’

She snorted.

Benel shrugged. ‘I suppose you can’t host a party if your guests are likely to be arrested by the One True Path for going out after dark. And with no booze it’d be a terrible party anyway. It’s a pity. In these end days, you’d expect a few decent nights out at a minimum.
’

‘Keira’s coming, and you’re worried about not being able to go to a good party?’

‘If the city’s going to burn, then I would rather be drunk when it happens.’

‘A mad barbarian’s going to end the empire,’ she said, smoking. ‘Seems fitting.’

‘Maybe she’s tired after annihilating two imperial armies,’ Benel said. ‘Do you know, she must have killed more people than anyone in history. Rahain, Rakanese, more Rahain, Sanang, Holdings and even more Rahain. It’s quite a list. And I must admit, we had fun times together, me and Keira.’

‘I bet she hated you.’

Benel nodded. ‘Without a doubt, but I certainly enjoyed it. Well at least until we got caught, and it ruined my career. That wasn’t so good.’

‘What was she like?’

‘Madder than Kalayne, and cocky. A cocky little bitch.’

‘Little?’

Benel grinned. ‘Well not exactly little. But when I saw her incinerate a hundred Rahain soldiers when we took their gatehouse…’ He shook his head. ‘I thought, she could do anything. With that power, anything she wanted. Unfortunately for us, she’s decided to destroy the world.’

‘I wonder if Kylon ever found her,’ Shella said. ‘He’d stop her.’

Benel raised an eyebrow. ‘Kylon?’

‘A Kellach guy that helped us during the siege in Akhanawarah.’

‘You had Kellach with you?’

‘Just a few. Kalayne had given them a vision, and they came looking for me. Anyway, Kylon was their leader, and he was also Keira’s lover, or at least he claimed to be. When we parted, he said he was going to look for her.’

‘Kalayne sent him to find you?’

‘So he could save my life, which he did, a couple of times. He said it was because Kalayne believes I have some sort of role to play in the future, though fuck knows what. That old bastard spouts so much shit it’s hard to tell if any of it’s true.
’

Benel’s grin faded.

‘Kalayne might be an arsehole, but what he says invariably turns out to be true.’

Shella shrugged, and stubbed the weedstick out into an ashtray on the bedside table.

‘I should get up,’ she said.

‘Why?’

‘With the entire city under curfew, the morale of the staff downstairs is rock bottom. Daly said I should go down and talk to them.’

‘Are you not worried that one of them will tell the church about you?’

Shella frowned. ‘For what?’

‘For ignoring the summons for all mages to report for service to the empire?’

‘Fuck that,’ Shella laughed. ‘I’m the ambassador, not to mention a princess, in case you’d forgotten. There’s no way they’d lay hands on me. And as long as Kalayne’s protecting the embassy, the mage-priests can’t see that you’re here. We’re safe if we stay indoors.’

‘You think you’re above the law?’

‘We have diplomatic immunity,’ she said. ‘Why do you think they let us drink and smoke? That fuckwit Rijon told me they had a pile of evidence on us for possession of illegal substances.’

‘This is different,’ Benel said. ‘They need mages for whatever they’re doing at the institute. Some of them must have died in the earthquake, and they need replacements. This is more important to them than weed and booze.’

Shella looked away. ‘Whatever.’

‘Did Kalayne tell you about the fighting in the Kellach district?’

‘Yeah,’ she lied.

‘Well?’ he said. ‘If the One True Path are prepared to go in there dressed for a battle, all because of a rumour that there was a fire mage in hiding, then…’

‘Shut up,’ she said. ‘What is it that you think I should do? Hand myself in? Run away?
’

‘I think you should at least consider running.’

‘Fucking coward. The embassy will evacuate when we get orders to do so.’

She swung her legs out of bed and stood. She bowed her head, trying to summon the will to get dressed. With the streets empty except for patrolling church wardens, she had been confined to the embassy for days, passing the time with Benel and his supply of alcohol and drugs. She glanced at the bed, where the Holdings man was preparing another weedstick.

He looked up at her, his eyes lingering on her naked body.

‘You know what?’ he said. ‘Forget drinking when Keira gets here. I want to be fucking you when the city burns.’

‘There’s no chance of that,’ she said, getting back into bed, and pushing him onto his back.

‘Why not?’ he grinned, as her hands pinned him down.

‘Because I’ll be fucking you.’
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There were three tombstones in the small garden at the rear of the embassy buildings. Rose bushes at each corner extended up wooden trellising, providing shade in summer, but casting a long shadow in the winter thirds.

Shella sat on a bench opposite the three graves, her eyes resting on the lettering on Jayki’s headstone, the words cut into the hard, grey surface.

Jaykimolina. Born Switchback District, Arakhanah City. Died performing his duty.

A chill breeze blew through the garden and she huddled into her overcoat, a woollen hat pulled down over her ears.

‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered, her breath misting. ‘Why did you come back? You should have quit when you had the chance, you stupid asshole.’

She looked away blinking, fighting the tears that were leaking from 
her eyes.

‘Do you know who the other two graves are for?’ asked Kalayne.

Shella turned, scowling. ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’

She noticed Thymo sitting next to the old man on the bench.

‘Thought I’d take the boy out for a walk,’ Kalayne said. ‘He needed some fresh air. No one will notice us. Now, do you know who the other two graves are for?’

‘Of course I fucking do.’

Kalayne stared at her. ‘Do you mind? I’m talking to the boy.’

‘No, grandpa,’ Thymo said.

‘Well,’ the old man said, ‘buried under that one there,’ he pointed with a walking stick, ‘is one Kadisutana, who was once a humble clerk working in the embassy, until one night nearly two years ago, when he decided to go out for a drink in the Kellach district, which was nothing more than a refugee camp at the time. Are you listening?’

‘Yes, grandpa.’

‘Kadi was a young man, and like many young men, he thought nothing of risk, feeling himself indestructible, and he ended up in a bar fight with a drunken man from Lach. One punch, Thymo, and he was dead. When his killer stood on the gallows that the Holdings soldiers had put together, he was asked if he had anything to say. The Lach man shrugged, and told the crowd that he had hit Kadi, but he hadn’t meant to kill him. Then he stepped into the noose.’

Kalayne looked down at the boy. ‘Two died, over nothing. You still listening?’

‘Yes, grandpa.’

‘You’re a good boy. The second gravestone is above the body of Aurroballini, a guard that died seven thirds ago. Her story is simple. An accident. Another guard, who happened to be the woman’s best friend, misfired her crossbow. The bolt struck Aurro through the eye, killing her instantly. No one was to blame, despite her friend’s guilt-stricken grief. It could have happened to anyone, there was no higher purpose behind it, and there’s no point in asking why.
’

Kalayne glanced down at Thymo again, and smiled as the boy gazed back at him.

Shella tutted. ‘You should be showing him how to run away when Keira gets here, not wasting your time with this bullshit.’

‘I’ll make sure he’s safe from Keira,’ Kalayne said. ‘You too, if you wish.’

Shella laughed. ‘You think you can save us from a fucking inferno?’

‘I could always put in a word for you.’

Shella’s smile faded. ‘What?’

Kalayne looked at her as if she were stupid.

‘It’s always so tedious to explain myself to you,’ he sighed. ‘I’ve lost count of the times you’ve given me that vacant expression and said “what?” after I’ve made a simple statement.’

‘You can put in a word for us?’

‘That is indeed what I said.’

‘You’re in contact with someone in the invasion?’

‘Madam,’ Kalayne said, puffing out his chest, ‘I organised the entire thing. The empire will fall, and the Creator’s plans will be in ruins, all because of me. I would have told you before, but who knows when a priest will read your mind.’

Shella’s mouth dropped open.

‘You can thank me now,’ Kalayne said, ‘or when it’s over.’

‘But, how?’

‘Kylon, of course,’ Kalayne said. ‘Are you really so stupid? Kylon is by Keira’s side, and I’m the one telling him what to do.’

‘Kylon is helping Keira?’

The old man laughed. ‘No. Through Kylon, I am wielding the power of Keira, as a weapon in my hand to strike down the church. Time is running out, and Keira is the best chance we have of stopping the Creator’s plans.’

Shella edged back along the bench. ‘But the slaughter, the people who’ll be killed…’

‘They mean nothing when weighed against the destruction of the world,’ Kalayne said. ‘People die every day, for boring reasons mostly, 
like Kadi and Aurro. If I had the choice of how to die, I would rather it meant something.’ He stared at Shella. ‘Anyone who dies, in fact all those who have so far died at Keira’s hand, everyone of them will be a martyr if she succeeds, and prevents the Creator from killing us all.’

‘Stop,’ Shella cried, standing. ‘Are you out of your fucking mind? You’re justifying that mad bitch slaughtering thousands by calling them martyrs?’

‘Aye.’

‘Fuck off,’ Shella said. ‘Go on, fuck off out of my sight. I can’t bear to look at you.’

Kalayne shrugged at Thymo and got up, taking the boy’s hand.

When they had gone, she sat back down on the bench, put her head in her hands and wept.
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Hours passed, and Shella remained by the graves, shivering from the cold despite her overcoat. Again and again her mind replayed the memories of Akhanawarah City burning in the inferno caused by the fire mage. She stared at Jayki’s tombstone, paralysed by the words of the old Kell man.

‘Your Highness?’ Jodie said.

Shella looked up.

Jodie’s eyes widened. ‘Are you all right?’

Shella said nothing.

‘We have a problem, your Highness,’ her secretary carried on. ‘The One True Path are at the gates of the embassy, demanding to be let in.’

‘Wardens? Shit.’ Shella stood.

‘Father Rijon is leading them, your Highness.’

Shella paused, her heart sinking.

‘What should we do?’ Jodie asked.

‘We’ll play it cool,’ Shella said, walking towards the building. ‘Might be about nothing.’

They entered the embassy through a side door, and Shella 
unbuttoned her overcoat in the warmth of the passageway. As they walked there was a scream, and a crashing sound. Shella started running.

They came out into the main entrance hallway, and Shella skidded to a halt, as over twenty crossbows turned to aim at her.

‘I want two wardens behind the mage at all times,’ Rijon cried. ‘If she raises a hand, shoot her.’

Shella stared. The front doors were hanging off their hinges, and dozens of wardens from the One True Path were inside the building. Embassy staff were being shepherded towards the side walls, their hands over their heads, as crossbow-wielding wardens lined them up.

‘This is fucking out of order,’ Shella said. ‘This is an embassy.’

Rijon smirked and unrolled a scroll.

‘Shellakanawara, you are under arrest for defying the law by ignoring the summons for all mages to report for imperial service.’

Shella said nothing.

‘Did you think you could get away with it?’

She shrugged, keeping her hands low. Behind her, she could feel the crossbow bolts pointed at her, and knew she would be dead in seconds if she used her powers.

Jodie stepped forward. ‘This is the Ambassador of Arakhanah, who…’

‘Not any more,’ Rijon said. ‘Her position has been rescinded. Your government will have to appoint a replacement.’

‘But she’s also a princess,’ Jodie cried. ‘You can’t take that away.’

‘True,’ Rijon said. ‘However, the Emperor has decreed that young Prince Thymo shall take up the mantle of your nation’s royal figurehead.’

Rijon turned as a door was opened, and wardens dragged in Sami. He was struggling and shouting.

‘Bring him here,’ Rijon said.

Shella watched as her brother was hauled across the floor, while Daly joined Jodie at her side.

‘This is an outrage,’ Daly said.

‘Be quiet, old man,’ Rijon said. ‘We’re only here for members of the 
Kanawara family. If the rest of you behave, you’ll be left in peace. But,’ he went on, glaring at the lined-up staff and disarmed Rakanese guards, ‘if there’s any trouble, I’m prepared to kill everyone in this building. The mightiest horde of savages this world has ever seen is burning its way towards this city, and I won’t hesitate to act in its defence. Flow Mage Shella is coming with us.’

‘Then what the fuck do you need me for?’ Sami groaned from the floor at Rijon’s feet.

Rijon looked down at him. ‘Do you remember when Queen Obli had the high mages killed at that place where the Migration camped? Do you remember how she told Shella that she would kill you if she disobeyed?’

‘So I’m a fucking hostage again?’

‘Not just you,’ Rijon said, ‘the boy prince as well.’ He glanced up at Shella. ‘I know what you’re thinking. I know you want to kill me. You’ve already resigned yourself to being shot if you do it, but you should know that the wardens have orders to execute both your brother and your nephew if you try. You’re a powerful mage, and the empire needs you.’

‘Fuck the empire,’ she said.

Rijon laughed.

He signalled to a pair of wardens. ‘Bind Prince Sami’s hands and load him into the wagon outside.’ The wardens nodded, and led Sami out, a crossbow pointed at his back.

There was a sound from the corridor leading to the stairwell.

‘That’ll be the young prince,’ said Rijon, turning.

The door opened and Benel was thrown in. He hit the marble floor, sprawling, and a dozen crossbows aimed at him.

Rijon stared, his mouth open, then started to laugh. He pointed at Benel and tried to speak, but couldn’t. He put his hands on his knees, and took a breath.

‘This is the best day of my life,’ he said. ‘Shella and Benel.’ He stood up straight and wiped the tears from his eyes.

‘Always glad to provide amusement,’ Benel said from the floor
.

Rijon nodded to a handful of wardens, and they approached, pulling batons from their belts.

‘Hey!’ Benel shouted, his eyes wild, but Rijon nodded again and the blows rained down on him. Benel raised his arms as the batons clubbed him over his back and legs.

Rijon watched for a minute, then raised his hand. ‘Enough.’

The wardens retreated, and Rijon went down on one knee next to Benel. The priest grabbed him by the back of his hair and lifted his head.

‘Time for a few questions.’

‘Fuck you,’ Benel gasped, blood trickling down his face from a gash in his forehead.

‘Leave him alone, you fucking freak,’ Shella said, her hands trembling with anger.

Rijon glanced up at her. ‘Don’t worry yourself, little princess, I’ll be gentle to Benel’s mind. After all, he’s a mage, and the institute needs him whole. They wouldn’t thank me for scouring the inside of his head now, would they?’

Rijon gazed into Benel’s bloodshot eyes for a moment then pulled away. He let go of Benel’s head, and stepped back, his face enraged.

‘Who did that to him?’ the priest cried. ‘Someone’s been in his mind already, and wiped out whole chunks of memory.’ He stared at Shella. ‘Who did it?’

Shella smiled.

Rijon spat on the floor. ‘Bind Mage Benel’s hands and hood him,’ he said to the wardens. ‘His mind is sound, despite the missing memories.’ He walked over to where Shella stood. ‘Bind her hands too.’

Shella felt her arms pulled behind her back and her wrists tied together. She watched as Benel was bound, and a large sack was secured over his head.

‘The questions will have to be for you to answer,’ Rijon said to her. ‘How did Benel get here, and how has his presence been shielded from us?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said, her eyes unwavering
.

‘Is there another mage?’

She said nothing.

Rijon shrugged. ‘Brace yourself, princess. I’m coming in, and I can’t promise I’ll be gentle.’

He stared at her and she felt an immense pressure build up behind her eyes. Rijon’s face strained, and the pressure increased, but didn’t yield. It pushed out against the priest, and he staggered back, nearly falling.

He dropped to his knees, holding his head.

‘You bitch!’ he cried, his eyes clenched shut. A trickle of blood ran from his nose.

‘Father,’ said one of the One True Path, rushing to the priest’s side. ‘Are you hurt? What happened?’

‘She blocked me,’ Rijon said as the warden helped him to his feet. ‘My head feels like it’s been hit with a hammer.’ He glared at Shella. ‘You’ll pay for that.’

Shella laughed. ‘Bring it on, asshole.’

Daly shot her a look.

‘This is getting out of hand,’ the old secretary said. ‘There’s no need for violence.’

Rijon grabbed a crossbow from a nearby warden and shot Daly in the chest.

Jodie cried out as the old man fell, and Rijon pointed the bow at her.

‘No,’ Shella cried.

Rijon turned to her.

‘If I can’t get inside your mind,’ he said, keeping his bow trained on Jodie, ‘then you’ll have to tell me what I want to know. Otherwise I will kill everyone here, starting with her.’

‘It was Daphne,’ Shella said. ‘She put the block in my head.’

‘You’re a terrible liar,’ he said. ‘Daphne had already left the city when I last searched your mind.’

‘She came to me in a vision,’ Shella said. ‘I told her you’d been in my head, and she said she would stop it from happening again, then she did something to my mind.
’

He stared at her.

‘She’s not that powerful.’

‘Yes she fucking is. You have no idea.’

Rijon said nothing. The room was in silence, except for Jodie, who was crying by the body of Daly.

The door to the stairs opened, and a group of wardens entered.

‘Father,’ said one. ‘We’ve searched the building. There’s no sign of Prince Thymo, or anyone else.’

Rijon shook, his face red.

‘You incompetent bastards,’ he screamed. ‘He must be here!’

‘We’ve been in every room, father. Twice. And up on the roof, and out in the garden. We found the prince’s quarters on the top floor but there was no sign of him anywhere.’

Rijon turned to Shella, and approached, until their faces were inches apart.

‘Where is he?’

‘I have no idea,’ she said, ‘and you can execute the entire embassy staff, and my answer will be the same, because it’s true. Or, you could try to get inside my head again.’

She smiled.

Rijon took a step back and swung the crossbow, striking her on the left side of her jaw and sending her flying to the marble floor. She opened her eyes, dazed, and Rijon kicked her in the stomach.

‘Hood her.’

Hands grabbed her shoulders, and a sack was pulled down over her face and secured round her neck. She fell back to the floor and lay still, curled up, her head pounding in agony, and her stomach aching. She had missed her chance to kill him, even though she knew that death would have been the price.

The wardens picked her up.

‘Let’s go,’ she heard Rijon shout. ‘The institute’s waiting.’
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‘What do you think of this one?’ the shopkeeper said, holding up a silver locket on a slender chain.

‘It’s beautiful,’ said Daphne.

The shopkeeper smiled.

‘Did you make this yourself?’

‘No, my dear,’ the shopkeeper said. ‘My wife does the making, I do the selling.’

‘She’s the best silversmith on the estate,’ Killop said. ‘We’ll take it.’

‘Many thanks, Chief,’ the shopkeeper grinned. ‘Is it a gift for someone?’

‘It’s for our daughter,’ Daphne said. ‘She’ll be one in a few days.’

Killop pulled a pouch of coins from his pocket.

‘No, no, Chief,’ the shopkeeper said, raising his hands. ‘If it’s for your wee lassie then I’ll not accept any payment. I insist.’

‘Are you sure?’ Daphne said. ‘That’s very kind of you.’

‘Not at all my dear, it’s an honour,’ the shopkeeper said. ‘And I hope you won’t mind if I tell folk that the chief’s daughter will be wearing one of our lockets.’

Killop laughed. ‘You do that.
’

The shopkeeper nodded. He wrapped the locket and chain in paper, then placed the small parcel into a velvet bag, tied at the top with red string.

He held it out and Daphne put it into the pouch on her belt.

‘Thank you.’

He gave her a bow. ‘My pleasure.’

‘We know where we’ll be coming for our wedding rings,’ she winked, ‘if Bridget ever lets us get married.’

The shopkeeper gave a nervous laugh.

‘Have a lovely afternoon,’ he called out as they left the shop.

Daphne tightened her cloak against the cold winter air. The single street of the small village was quiet under the shadows of the heavy grey clouds above, and the corn and rye fields beyond were empty.

‘Why did they put their shop out here?’ Daphne said. ‘Must be at least three miles from town.’

‘They went through a lot in the war,’ he said. ‘I don’t think they care about the money, they just want a peaceful life.’

Daphne gazed at the stone and timber houses and farms. In the distance she could make out the line of the river, and then the gentle rise up the other side of the valley to the mountains.

‘Which way will we go?’ said Killop. ‘To town, or the mansion?’

‘Let’s go to the town,’ she said. ‘We’ve still got presents to buy, and Bedig did say he would take Karalyn for the whole day.’

Killop nodded, and they set off down the street to their left.

‘It’s strange being without her,’ he said.

‘It’s good to get some time alone.’

‘Aye. What else will we get her?’

‘Clothes, maybe? A toy?’

‘We could get her a new toy animal to play with,’ he said. ‘I used to have one that my dad made for me when I was young. A bear.’

Daphne stopped, and lifted her hand to her face. ‘Dammit.’

‘What is it?’

‘I completely forgot,’ she said. ‘I have your toy bear.’

‘Eh?
’

‘Laodoc gave it to me,’ she said, ‘right before he left Plateau City with the alliance invasion force.’

‘Laodoc had it?’

‘Yes. He said he picked it up from your things after you were arrested.’

Killop nodded. ‘Kallie took it from my house in Kell.’

Daphne smiled. ‘It meant a lot to me when we were apart, but when we got to Rainsby I packed it at the bottom of my luggage to keep it safe. Then I forgot all about it. Do you want it back?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘You keep it.’

She nodded, and they resumed walking.

‘Do you ever think about her?’ she said.

‘Who?’

‘Kallie.’

He shook his head.

‘I wonder where she is.’

‘She hopefully made it back to Kellach Brigdomin,’ he said. ‘That’s where she was headed.’

‘It’s a long walk.’

‘Aye,’ he said, ‘it is. At least two thirds to Kell, and another to get to the haven in Domm. Kallie should make it, she’s young and fit, but the silversmith and her husband?’ He shook his head. ‘That’s what Bridget doesn’t seem to realise. With her talk of moving the clan back to Domm, she’s forgetting that many of the folk here are too old or injured to survive the journey.’

‘I think she knows,’ Daphne said. ‘She cares about the people as much as you do. She’s weighing up how many will die if the clan goes, against how many might die if it stays. All over Rahain the Kellach are being driven out, unless they convert, and Slateford has the biggest concentration of your people outside of Rainsby or Plateau City.’

‘Slateford’s bigger than Rainsby.’

‘It was,’ she said. ‘Not any more, though. I know you’re focussed on defending the estate and holding out through the winter, but you need to plan for what will happen in spring.
’

‘In spring we’ll plough the fields and plant the year’s crops.’

She shook her head. ‘People are talking about leaving as soon as winter’s over. The battle at the border post changed a lot of people’s minds. Slateford doesn’t seem safe any more.’

Killop said nothing.

‘I want to stay on the estate,’ she went on, ‘and to be honest with you, I don’t want to go to Kellach Brigdomin. It’s too cold, and too far away.’

‘I don’t want to go either.’

They walked on. Daphne glanced at Killop, but his face was set grim. When they were a mile from town, he stopped.

‘Did you hear that?’

‘No,’ she said.

He closed his eyes, listening. ‘Coming from the direction of the palisade.’

‘Kellach and their damn hearing,’ Daphne sighed. ‘Wait a minute, I’ll take a look.’

She took hold of his arm and steadied herself. Her gaze cast around for a high point, and she settled on a tall tree on the edge of the horizon. Her vision flew out, reaching the branches of the conifer, from where she could see the town in the distance. Her vision flew out again, reaching the roof of a stone building in the central square, then on further, towards the new timber tower marking the border crossing. The Kellach palisade was now over three miles long, stretching out on either side of the road, where a gate had been constructed by the tower. Militia were running around at the rear of the wall, lining up by the firing ledges, and handing out sheaves of arrows.

Daphne looked over the stockade. At the edge of the forest was a long line of Rahain shields, the large door-sized ones that the republic’s army had used. The line was half a mile long, and more Rahain were thickening the ranks. She gazed at the New Free fighters. The majority had no armour, and some were barefoot, or wore tattered rags, but each held a crossbow. Dotted among them were One True Path in black 
robes, acting as commanders and exhorting the ex-slaves to get into line.

She whipped her vision back to her body and coughed.

Killop passed her a lit cigarette.

‘Thanks.’

She took a draw and closed her eyes, a headache forming behind her temples.

‘There’s trouble,’ she said. ‘We might have to forget about shopping for now.’
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They ran to the town, where groups of militia reserves were assembling in the main square, then followed the road to the border crossing.

‘Brynt,’ Killop nodded at the old hunter, who had taken charge of the clan militia, ‘are the New Free still preparing to attack? Have they made any attempt to talk?’

‘Chief,’ Brynt nodded. ‘They’ve finished forming up into ranks, but haven’t signalled us. Not sure what they’re waiting for.’

Daphne gazed up at the rear of the palisade. Kellach were crouching along the narrow shooting ledge on both sides of the gate, with more up on the tower, each with a longbow and a stack of arrows. She watched as Killop rubbed his chin.

‘We should send for Dean,’ he said.

‘Aye, Chief,’ Brynt said. ‘I’ll get a runner.’

‘I’ll do it,’ Daphne said. ‘Save time.’

Killop nodded, and Daphne took hold of his arm again.

‘I know you disapprove,’ she said, ‘but I’ll need something stronger than a cigarette after this.’

He raised an eyebrow.

‘They’re in my top pocket,’ she said, turning to face south, where the mansion lay. She hurled her vision to the horizon, bouncing it off a low ridge by the entrance to the vineyards, then onwards, straining to go further with each leap. She reached the mansion and went through the 
open window into Liam’s room. The old sparker was sitting with Dean, watching as the boy practised with fire animals, forming them and making them jump in the palm of his hand, while a large candle burned close by.


I’m really sorry about this, Liam,
 she said, entering his mind. It’s Daphne, and I’m in your head. I’ll be gone in a second, I just need to pass on a message from Killop.


The old man spluttered, causing Dean to jump, the fire-cat in his hand vanishing.


Listen,
 she said. Killop needs you to bring Dean down to the border crossing. A New Free force has assembled outside the gates. Bring Dean, and an armed guard. Do you understand?


Liam nodded.

Are you sure? Repeat it for me, please.

‘I’m to take Dean down to the border crossing,’ Liam said, while the young mage stared at him, his mouth open. ‘And I should bring some guards.’


Perfect,
 she said. Thanks. I’ll be off now.


She withdrew from his mind and her vision zipped back to her head. She staggered, retching, her head pounding. Killop handed her a bottle and a lit weedstick. She took a swig. Gin. She coughed again, and choked, while Killop thumped her back. She took another long swig, then put the weedstick to her lips and inhaled.

The pain began to clear, and she straightened. ‘That’s better. Thanks.’

Brynt was staring at her, a smile on his lips. ‘Did you do it?’ he asked. ‘Did you move your mind through the air?’

She nodded and took another swig. ‘Message sent.’

Brynt laughed. ‘I’ll tell my captains that the young fire mage is on his way.’

Daphne looked at Killop as the officer walked away.

‘You all right?’ she asked.

‘Aye,’ he said. ‘I just don’t like watching you come out of a vision trance. Looks painful.
’

She shrugged. ‘That’s why I smoke. What about you? Do you not feel the same after you’ve sparked?’

‘No. I get tired, and maybe a headache, but it’s not too bad. Even when Keira nearly drained me I felt all right, it was like I was just drifting away.’

She shuddered.

‘Shall we go to the tower and take a look?’ he said.

She nodded and they walked over to the tall wooden structure, three storeys of thick posts and beams. They climbed the ladders to the top and emerged onto an open platform, shielded on all four sides with timber battlements. The militia there saluted Killop and made a space for them at the edge fronting the forest. They stepped forwards, and looked down over the cleared land. The Rahain shieldwall was where she had seen it in her vision, and was now ten warriors thick.

‘What are they waiting for?’

‘That’s what worries me,’ Killop said.

‘A signal, maybe?’ she said. ‘Or a pre-arranged time?’

‘Arranged with whom? This is the only way into the estate.’

‘Are you sure?’

He frowned. ‘We sent out scouts after we arrived, to map the extent of the estate’s borders. They reported that there were no paths through the mountains.’

She bit her lip.

‘What?’

‘The New Free will have Holdings mage-priests with them,’ she said. ‘If there’s any possible way through, they’ll have found it.’

He turned to face south, and her eyes followed his to the mountains on either side of the valley. The grey light was darkening, as the sun slipped down to the west behind deep clouds.

‘A small raiding party might make it through,’ he said, his eyes dark. ‘It’s what I’d do.’

‘You stay here,’ she said. ‘I can go back to the mansion.’

‘You fit enough to run?
’

She smiled. ‘I’ve a well of battle-vision I haven’t tapped yet. I’ll be there in an hour.’

They embraced. ‘Look after yourself,’ he whispered.

‘You too.’

She pulled herself away and descended the ladders to ground level. She stretched her legs and rolled her shoulders. Her left arm was stiff in the chill air, and she wrapped her cloak tightly around it.

She gazed ahead at the road. The mansion was eight miles from the border post, up a long gentle slope. She drew on her battle-vision, took a breath, and started running. The cold air rushed past her face, but she ignored it, concentrating on the road and nothing else. She skirted the eastern side of town and joined the main road south that ran alongside the river. She was nearing the first bend when a crippling current of fear erupted in her head.

She fell to her knees and skidded across the gravel, ripping her leather leggings.

She shielded her mind as she landed, and reached out for Karalyn. She found her daughter’s thoughts as they searched for her, flailing around in a panic. Their minds locked.

Daphne looked through her daughter’s eyes. The mansion. Bedig. Fire.

She got to her feet, her knees bloody, and surged her battle-vision.

I’m coming.
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It was getting dark when she arrived within sight of the mansion, but her vision-assisted eyes captured everything. Flames were billowing out from the windows of the upper storeys, while a great crowd stood about, watching. Her eyes scanned the faces as she sprinted closer. She caught a glimpse of Bridget, organising lines of people with water buckets extending down to the river. She smiled as she picked out Bedig, who was holding Karalyn while they watched the flames. Behind them was an enormous pile of boxes and crates rescued from the 
mansion, while the bodies of slain New Free fighters lay scattered around the courtyard.

Daphne rushed through, and took Karalyn into her arms.

‘Kara-bear,’ she said, kissing her and holding her close. ‘I’m here.’

She looked over at Bedig. ‘Thanks. Are you all right?’

He nodded. His clothes stank of smoke, and he had burns on his arms and hands.

Bridget walked over.

‘Daphne,’ she said, her eyes red.

‘What happened?’

‘About sixty lizard bastards,’ she said, shaking with rage. ‘Came from the south, fuck knows how they got round us. Attacked the mansion with firebrands. We got them all, but we couldn’t stop the fire spreading in time to save the building. Managed to get some of your stuff out.’ She pointed to a pile of bags and boxes.

‘Never mind that,’ Daphne said. ‘Was anyone hurt, or killed?’

Bridget shook her head. ‘The Rahain bastards came ready to die. They threw themselves at the mansion. Most of them didn’t make it halfway to the walls before we’d cut them down, but too many got close enough to throw their torches.’

They gazed up at the burning building, the heat washing over the crowd.

‘Where’s Laodoc?’ said Daphne.

Bridget looked at Bedig. ‘You saw him get out, didn’t you?’

‘Not exactly.’

‘What?’ Bridget cried. ‘You said you saw him.’

‘I did,’ Bedig said. ‘He was in his room when I was grabbing as much stuff as I could carry. He said he would follow me.’

‘And did he?’

Bedig shook his head. ‘I don’t know, I’m sorry. I was too busy looking after Karalyn to notice.’

Daphne looked up at the top storey of the building. Over half of it was aflame. She steeled herself, and shot a line of vision to an open window, and looked inside. Her sight rushed down the hallway, and into 
Laodoc’s room, where the old man sat in silence, his hands folded across his lap. Outside his door, the fires were approaching.


Laodoc,
 she said, entering his mind.

Daphne, my dear. I’m going to miss you.

What are you talking about? Get up. You can still escape through the western stairwell.

He shook his head.

Don’t give up.


My life is over,
 he said. Both of my sons are dead, and my country is in ruins. Promise me this though, my dear, promise me you’ll find Douanna and kill her.


Daphne pulled her vision back and glanced at Bedig.

‘Can you look after her again, please?’

‘Why?’

She passed him Karalyn and pulled on more battle-vision.

‘Because I’m going in there to get Laodoc.’

‘Daphne, no,’ Bridget said. ‘If Laodoc’s still up there, he’s dead.’

‘He’s not.’

She ignored the continuing protests from Bridget, and judged her reserves of vision power. She ripped off a section of her tunic and tied it round her nose and mouth, then tucked her hair into the back of her cloak.

Daphne sprinted for the building, dodging between the crowds, and ran in through the front entrance, ducking past the flames belching out from an open doorway. She reached the western stairwell, still untouched by fire, and bolted up the three flights of stairs, her heart hammering. She kicked open the door at the top and a gust of fire rushed over her as she flung herself to the floor. The passageway was in flames, fire flowing up the walls to meet at the ceiling.

Keeping herself low, she pulled her cloak over her head and ran for Laodoc’s bedchamber.

Inside, flames had reached a bookshelf by the door, and smoke was filling the room. Laodoc was sitting on the bed, his eyes closed
.

‘Move!’ Daphne screamed. She ran to the bed and pulled his arm as he looked up in surprise. ‘Come on.’

‘What are you doing?’ he cried. ‘Leave me to die.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m your friend, and I’m not leaving without you.’

Flames leapt across to another bookcase, and the heat in the room increased. She coughed.

‘All right,’ Laodoc frowned. ‘I’ll not have your death be the last thing I see.’

He got up, and Daphne pulled his arm, dashing for the door as fire took hold of the room. She skidded to a halt in the passageway. The fire had spread to the stairs, and a funnel of flame was emerging from the broken door.

‘Dammit,’ she said, backing into the bedroom, Laodoc’s arm in her grip.

She looked around the room. The fires had not yet reached the windows, and she hauled Laodoc over and flung open the shutters.

‘Climb onto my back,’ she said, peering out. They were over-looking the courtyard, and the crowd lay spread out below them, standing well back from the flames.

Daphne waved, and someone in the crowd saw her and cried out.

She turned back into the room.

‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Climb on. Now.’

The old man bowed his head, and grabbed hold of Daphne round her shoulders. She bent her back as he clambered on, but he was lighter than she had been expecting, and her battle-vision was still powering her. She swung a leg out over the window ledge, and the cries of alarm from below were audible above the roar of the flames.

Daphne extended the climbing claws built into her left wrist-guard, and edged out of the window, getting a foothold in the wide grooves between the stones. Laodoc swung on her back, grasping her, his legs dangling, as she began climbing down the outside of the mansion. Flames rippled across the face of the building, swirling closer as she lowered herself and Laodoc block by block
.

Her mind shrank away from the searing heat, and the smoke, and the pain screaming from every muscle, but her limbs kept moving.

Halfway down, she felt arms plucking Laodoc from her back and she looked down. Two ladders had been raised, and Kellach were at the top of each. Laodoc was transferred to a tall woman, who put the old man over her shoulder and descended the ladder.

‘You next, miss,’ said a man from the other ladder. ‘Climb on.’

‘I can make it on my own.’

The Kellach man nodded. ‘All right. I’ll be a few steps below you. I’ll catch you if you fall.’

She summoned the last of her strength and followed the man down. Kellach were gathered round the bases of the two ladders, and as soon as everyone was on the ground, Laodoc and Daphne were put onto stretchers and carried away from the fires.

Daphne was set down by the edge of the courtyard, and Bridget knelt by her side, as Karalyn burrowed in to hug her mother.

Bridget held a mug of water to Daphne’s lips and she drank.

‘Can you find me somewhere to rest?’

‘Sure,’ Bridget said. ‘We’ll put you in one of the cottages close by.’

‘Thanks.’

‘You crazy cow,’ Bridget said. ‘You did it.’

Daphne shut her eyes and held her daughter close as her stretcher was lifted, and she was asleep before they had reached the cottage.
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She awoke in a strange bedroom, with Killop sitting on the bed next to her, his boots off and his feet up. Karalyn was sitting on a wide chair, her eyes on Daphne.

‘Good morning,’ Killop said. ‘How you feeling?’

‘Not bad,’ she said, stretching. Her back ached, as did every muscle in her arms and legs. ‘A bit sore.’

He shook his head and passed her a tray from a table.

Daphne smiled. ‘Breakfast?
’

‘More like lunch,’ he said. ‘It’s nearly noon.’

‘When did you get here?’

‘A few hours after you. In time to see the mansion burn. Bridget told me what you did.’

He frowned at her.

‘What else could I do?’ she said. ‘I couldn’t leave him to die.’

‘I know,’ he said, ‘but I’m glad I wasn’t there to see it.’

‘How is the old guy?’

‘Not doing so well. He’s resting in bed.’

‘I think he might have given up.’

Killop nodded.

‘What happened at the border?’ she asked.

‘About half an hour after you left, the New Free attacked. They didn’t get far. They’re not a proper army, they didn’t know what they were doing. The stumps in the clearing broke up their lines, and we hit their front ranks with arrows. The rest ran away.’

‘Just a diversion.’

‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Looks like their target was the mansion all along, and they must have thought there was a chance of getting at you and Laodoc as well. I came up here after the last of the New Free had fled back into the forest. We passed Dean and Liam on the way. The lad was disappointed to have missed it, but I think he was relieved as well.’

‘And the mansion?’

‘Gutted. Will have to be knocked down. We’ll clear the ground and rebuild it.’

She gazed at him while she ate, unable to tell if he truly believed that.

‘I have to go,’ he said. ‘The clan leadership’s having a meeting.’

‘I’ll come. I know I can’t vote, but I’d still like to listen.’

‘Aye, if you’re up to it.’

She swung her legs out of bed, her joints aching. She grimaced.

‘I will be after a quick smoke.’
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Bridget had set up a long table in one of the cottages that flanked the courtyard opposite the blackened shell of the mansion. The herald sat near the head of the table, with Dyam, Draewyn, Brodie and Brynt flanking her. Daphne walked in behind Killop, and she noticed Draewyn raise an eyebrow in her direction. She smiled, and took a seat at the far end of the table by the window.

Killop strode over to Bridget, and sat down next to her.

‘Chief,’ Bridget nodded. ‘Daphne. We’re meeting to decide what to do after last night’s attack. We’ll go round the table. Chief, you first.’

‘We finish the palisade, and guard the pass over the mountains that the raiding party took. Losing the mansion is a blow, but there were no casualties, and we can rebuild it later if we choose to. The New Free are a disorganised rabble…’

‘Not so disorganised that they couldn’t plan a raid through the mountains in winter, and burn the big house to the ground,’ Brodie said.

‘Quiet,’ said Bridget. ‘You’ll wait your fucking turn.’

Brodie scowled.

‘It’s true they must have a Holdings mage-priest with them,’ Killop went on, ‘but their fighters are untrained and undisciplined. They won’t be able to break into the estate again if we finish the wall and guard the mountains.’

Daphne noticed more than one present shake their heads.

‘Thanks, Chief,’ Bridget said. ‘Me next. We should evacuate Slateford immediately, and lead the Severed Clan to the haven in Domm.’

Killop’s face fell, and he clenched his fists on the surface of the table.

‘We tried,’ Bridget went on. ‘Slateford was a great idea, and we did the best we could, but Rahain is in the middle of a vicious civil war, where both sides fucking hate us.’ She glanced over at Killop. ‘We need to cut our losses. We have wagons and transports to carry everyone, and enough food for the journey. If we stay any longer, we’ll eat our way through the reserves, and we won’t have enough to get to Domm. We need to leave now.’

She turned to Brodie. ‘You next.
’

‘I’m with you, Herald,’ he said. ‘I’m sick of Rahain. I want to go home.’

Bridget nodded. ‘Draewyn?’

‘I think we should wait for spring,’ she said.

Daphne glanced at the Domm woman in surprise.

‘If we decide to leave then,’ Draewyn went on, ‘we’ll be able to hunt and forage, and the weather will be kinder for the old folk who’ll be coming along. And I don’t like the idea of giving up, not at least without a fight. The attack last night was just meant to frighten us, and I don’t scare easily. I vote with the chief.’

Bridget nodded, her lips pursed. She turned to Brynt.

‘I vote to go,’ he said. ‘Sorry, Chief.’

‘Dyam?’ asked Bridget.

The pale, blonde woman kept her eyes down.

‘I think we should go.’

Bridget blew out her cheeks.

‘I hadn’t finished,’ Dyam said. The table fell into silence. ‘I agree with what Bridget said, we’ll never be welcome here. We should join with our brothers and sisters in Domm. However, I’m willing to place my trust in Killop, our chief. He’s led us well. If he judges that we should stay, then I vote with him, despite my personal feelings.’

Bridget frowned. ‘Three votes apiece. The final decision is yours, Chief.’

Daphne gazed over the long table at Killop, who sat with his head bowed.

‘I want to speak to Daphne first,’ he said.

The others got to their feet and filed out of the room.

‘Don’t be too long,’ Bridget said.

When they had gone Daphne got up and walked round to Killop. She put her right arm over his broad shoulders, and waited in silence.

‘Damn Brig and Domm,’ he said, his eyes staring at the tabletop. ‘They set me up. They want me to make the decision to leave.’

‘Maybe,’ she said, ‘or maybe it just turned out like that.’

‘I could order them all to stay.
’

‘You could, but many would probably leave anyway.’

‘I could resign the chiefdom.’

Daphne said nothing.

He looked up at her. ‘I’ll not be parted from you and Karalyn again. If you refuse to go to Kellach Brigdomin, then I won’t go either.’

She walked over to the window and sat on the ledge. She lit a cigarette and gazed out at the smoking ruins of the mansion, and the dozens of Kellach out clearing up.

‘You’re their chief,’ she said. ‘You have to lead them home.’

‘And you?’

‘We’ll be with you.’
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Agang remembered the view.

The strong tall gates of Plateau City loomed a few hundred yards ahead of him, the great walls extending on either side. He noticed that the flags flying from the highest turrets were different. When he had led his own invasion, the Holding colours of green and gold had flown from the walls, but now the five-pointed star of the empire was emblazoned upon the flags being whipped about in the cold breeze.

Beyond the outer walls rose the domes and towers of the imperial palace, and to its left stood the even higher pinnacles of the new cathedral.

Agang’s wagon had been parked close to the spot where his own command tent had been based the previous year. He was no longer caged, instead his wrists and ankles had been tied to the back of the open-topped wagon. Flora sat on the bench opposite him, a yard away. Her crossbow was resting on her knees, pointing in his direction, but her attention was on the city. All around them, masses of Sanang warriors were passing, taking up their positions around the imperial capital. Those who came close to Agang’s wagon ignored him, as they 
were so used to the sight of him on the journey from Sanang that they had grown bored of taunting him.

Keira had set up her command tents in a circle, with Agang positioned on the western edge by the road. When they had arrived, Agang had watched as the leadership council had gathered in the firewitch’s tent. There they had remained all morning, while the warriors of the huge army moved round them like a river, to enclose the city on its landward side.

Agang stared at the city gates. ‘Do you think they’ll talk?’

Flora turned to him, her face-paint masking her emotions. ‘I doubt it. What could the Emperor possibly offer that Keira would accept?’

‘But the people trapped inside,’ he said, ‘are they all doomed to burn?’

Flora shrugged. ‘Didn’t seem to bother you when you were besieging the city.’

‘But I didn’t have a firewitch with me,’ Agang said. ‘And my army was a quarter the size of hers, maybe smaller. I knew we didn’t have a chance of getting through those walls, I just wanted to force the king into recognising us as equals.’

‘By trying to starve the city to death?’ Flora said. ‘Think I’d prefer being burned. At least it would be quicker.’

Agang frowned at her. ‘Tens of thousands of your Holdings kin are in there.’ He pointed at the city. ‘Do you feel nothing for them?’

‘I just want it to be over.’

‘And what will you do then, Miss Flora? Where will you go?’

‘I’m trying not to think about what happens after.’

‘That’s the problem with you lot. You’re not thinking of the future.’

He gazed out over the hordes of warriors swarming past the firewitch’s wagons and tents. Almost every eye among them was directed at the high walls of the city. Some walked with their mouths open, the imperial capital being the biggest settlement they had ever seen, its towers and battlements dwarfing the highest structures in Sanang.

Leah walked out of the command tent, her face closed. She saw Agang and Flora, and approached the wagon. She pulled a flagon of ale 
from under the driver’s bench and took a drink, eyeing the army as it passed.

‘They should all be in position by sunset,’ she said. ‘The Emperor has built new walls since we were last here, enclosing the old Kellach camp.’

‘So your kin are also inside the city?’ Agang asked.

‘Forty thousand, apparently,’ Leah frowned.

Flora blinked. ‘That sounds like all of them.’

‘What’s Keira going to do?’ Agang said. ‘She can’t be thinking of killing her own people.’

Leah nodded at the command tent. ‘That’s what they’re arguing about in there.’

Flora lit a cigarette, her head bowed.

‘When will it all end?’ Agang said. ‘Every land in this world has seen pain and destruction, and here we are, waiting while the army commanders discuss how many thousands of civilians to butcher. What is there that can be worth all this death?’

Leah snorted. ‘And you think you’re blameless? You’ve caused your own share of suffering.’

‘I’ve changed.’

‘How convenient for you. You found wisdom just when you lost the power to do anything about it.’ She leaned back on the wagon. ‘And now you sit there and preach to us about right and wrong. Pity you didn’t learn that while you were still king.’

Agang scowled.

‘But,’ she went on, ‘you have a point. There’s been too much death. Plateau City is where it ends.’

‘Or where the world ends,’ Flora said, ‘if Kylon’s right.’

‘Aye.’

Raised voices came from the command tent, and B’Dang stormed out, Echtang trailing behind.

‘Stupid fucking bitch,’ B’Dang ranted.

‘Hoi!’ Leah shouted. ‘Watch yer fucking tongue.
’

B’Dang glared at her, then turned his gaze to Agang. He swaggered forward.

‘Very soon,’ he said, ‘you will watch what you were too cowardly to do.’

‘And you’re leading the charge, are you?’ said Agang. ‘I’d like to see that.’

B’Dang laughed. ‘I’ll be thinking of you when I’m pissing on the Emperor’s corpse. Because, once we’ve fucked the city over, I’m coming for you, slave.’

‘I’ll be waiting.’

‘I’m going to enjoy hurting you,’ B’Dang grinned. ‘Watching you beg and scream and weep like a woman.’

Leah tutted. ‘Haven’t you got anything better to be doing?’

B’Dang leered at her. ‘I’d like the chance to make you beg and scream.’

Leah punched him in the face, sending him sprawling backwards onto the dirt.

She turned to Echtang, who was standing open-mouthed. ‘Get that arsehole out of here.’

Echtang said nothing. He glanced at Agang, then bent over and picked up B’Dang’s unconscious body. Agang watched him carry the chieftain away, wanting to say something, but afraid that any words of his would only drive the young man further away.

Flora nodded at Leah. ‘Nicely done.’

‘Fuckwit had it coming.’

‘He did indeed. Got any food?’

The canvas doors of the command tent were flung open and Keira strode out. Kylon was walking after her, with a countenance as grim as ever, his long black coat trailing in the dirt. Fern got up from where she had been sitting by the entrance, and followed the firewitch.

Keira gazed out over the mass of Sanang warriors flooding past, and they began a low chant of ‘kill-kill’ as they marched. The river of bodies stretched back along the road for miles, and ahead, the masses of 
warriors that had already passed were following the route round the walls to the south, sealing the fate of the city with every step.

Every hundred yards along the path they were taking, great unlit bonfires rose above the heads of the warriors. The closest was being built twenty yards to the side of the command tent, growing higher as warriors added the bundles of wood they had been carrying for days.

Out on the waters of the Inner Sea, to the west of the great gates where they were camped, there were no ships or vessels to be seen. The wind was throwing up torrents of spray onto the city’s sea walls, and the leaden clouds overhead were casting the stormy waters in grey shadows flecked with white.

Hodang emerged from the command tent, and hurried to Keira’s side.

‘My lady,’ he bowed, ‘I would be honoured if you would allow me to organise the herald for you.’

Keira smirked at him. ‘Aye. Go for it, wee man. Remember to put in everything that I said.’

‘Of course, my lady,’ Hodang bowed again. ‘I’ll see to it at once.’

He turned and ran off to another tent.

Keira shook her head, and glanced at Agang.

‘Did he behave like that when you were king, eight-thirds?’

‘Mostly,’ Agang said. ‘Has he started whispering in your ear about how magnificent you are?’

She laughed. ‘Aye. I nearly smacked him one. He’s fucking lucky to be alive.’

She walked over to the wagon and picked up the flagon of ale.

‘You sending a herald to the city?’ asked Leah.

‘Aye.’

‘Waste of time,’ muttered Kylon.

‘Fucking shut up,’ Keira spat. ‘We’ve got all day, haven’t we? It’s not like we’re going anywhere. We may as well see if they want to talk.’

‘Are you offering terms?’ Agang said.

‘I just want to see if…’ Keira paused, and frowned.

The others stared at her in silence
.

Kylon stepped forward. ‘She wants to offer the city the chance to let the civilian population evacuate before she unleashes her might upon the Emperor and church.’

‘Aye,’ Keira said, her eyes defiant. ‘So?’

Kylon shook his head. ‘And how many priests and One True Path would slip out with the genuine civilians? There would be a flood of refugees, how would we know who was hiding among them?’

‘So we slaughter them all?’ Keira said. ‘Fucksake. That can’t be right.’

‘We must prevent the Creator’s plan,’ Kylon said. ‘We can’t take any chances, otherwise all of this will have been for nothing. But this is where it finishes, Keira. After this, we’re done. We can go home, or wherever the fuck you want. But we have to do this first.’

Hodang appeared back in the clearing.

‘My lady,’ he said, bowing, ‘a herald is being sent to the gates of the city as you requested.’

Keira smirked at Kylon.

‘It’s done now,’ she said, ‘and you can fucking lump it. Let’s see if they want to talk, and we’ll take it from there.’ She turned. ‘If anyone wants me, I’ll be in my tent getting drunk.’
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Twenty minutes later, Agang and Flora watched as a lone figure emerged from the mass of passing warriors, heading towards the great gates of the city.

‘There he goes,’ Agang said.

They were too far away to hear the message that the herald shouted up to the battlements, and after a few minutes the herald turned, and hurried back to the command tents. He arrived in the clearing, and reported to Hodang, who was standing waiting for him.

‘I delivered the words you asked for,’ the herald said.

‘Very good, thank you,’ Hodang said. As he turned towards Keira’s tent Agang caught his eye
.

‘How’s life, old friend?’ Agang called out.

Hodang looked embarrassed, but approached the wagon.

‘I’m still alive,’ he said. ‘As are you, I see.’

‘Making yourself useful?’

‘One does ones best, I suppose.’

‘Well,’ Agang said, attempting a weak smile. ‘All the best.’

Hodang nodded, and dashed away.

Flora glanced at Agang. ‘All the best? For fuck’s sake, man, the guy betrayed you.’

‘I couldn’t think of what else to say. That’s the first time he’s acknowledged me since we left Sanang. I didn’t think he’d actually come over.’

‘How the fuck did you ever become king?’

Agang frowned, his anger rising. He stopped himself, the ridiculousness of his situation striking home. He started to laugh, slowly at first, but soon it was uncontrollable. He gripped his sides as tears streamed down his face, his laughter loud and sharp. Flora stayed quiet, an eyebrow raised.

His laughter took a turn, and he sobbed, then quietened. He bowed his head, the depths of his humiliation threatening to drown him in self-pity. He stared at the tight leather and twisted cords that bound him to the wagon, the skin on his wrists and ankles smooth despite the constant rubbing.

‘Will Keira make the world better?’ he said.

‘She’ll save it, but it’s up to the rest of us to make it better.’
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The afternoon went by, and the light dimmed beneath the looming clouds overhead. The masses of Sanang warriors began to thin as they passed the command tents, and Agang could see the end of the line on the road to the west. For hours he had watched the high gates of the city, but there was no movement. Keira had emerged twice in that time to 
scan the walls and gate, and each time she had returned to her tent with a face like thunder.

B’Dang returned to the clearing, bringing Echtang and a couple of other Sanang officers, and they sat by a small fire while servants offered them food and drink. Leah kept a silent watch on them from where she was reclining on the wagon’s bench, but the chieftain sat with his back to her and never once glanced in her direction.

Kylon walked into the clearing, deep in discussion with more Sanang officers. He was giving them their orders, and Agang could see from the officers’ faces that they feared him.

Agang frowned. ‘There he goes, the true architect of our despair.’

‘Don’t be silly, son,’ said a voice to his right. Agang turned. An old Kellach man was sitting next to him on the wagon’s bench.

‘What the fuck!’ Flora cried. ‘Where did you appear from?’

‘Calm yourself, lassie,’ the old man said. ‘I’ve been sitting here for ages. It’s not my fault you didn’t notice me.’

Flora sat back down, saying nothing. Agang narrowed his eyes.

‘Who are you?’

The old man gazed at him. ‘You are Agang Garo.’ He turned to the Holdings trooper. ‘And you are Flora, the white-faced witch. I am Kalayne.’

‘Kalayne?’ said Flora. ‘The one who…?’

‘Aye,’ the old man grinned, his eyes bulging. ‘I’m the bastard who planned all this.’

‘You mean that was true?’ Agang said. ‘You’ve been putting visions in Kylon’s head? But how? You’re not Holdings.’

‘Clearly,’ he said. He turned to face the city gates. ‘Now, what were you all looking at? You’ve been staring like fools at the gates for ages. What do you expect to happen?’

Agang glanced at Flora.

‘Keira sent a herald to the city,’ he said.

Kalayne frowned. ‘Why?’

‘She said she wanted to offer the civilians the chance to evacuate.’

The old man glared at him like he was a misbehaving child. ‘Keira?
’

‘Yes.’

‘Keira the fire mage said that?’

Agang nodded.

‘Was she drunk?’

‘For once, no,’ Agang said, ‘though she might be by now. She’s been in her tent drinking wine ever since she sent her message, waiting for a reply.’

‘She won’t get one,’ Kalayne said. ‘The Emperor and his priests are too focussed on the Creator’s plan to bother answering a herald. They won’t allow anything to distract them. They’re going as fast as they can, to bring about their plan before Keira can strike.’

Agang froze as the old man turned to stare at him, his eyes boring through him.

‘Still,’ Kalayne went on, ‘that is disturbing news about Keira. Can it be that the fire goddess has found a conscience? A day too fucking early, if you ask me.’

He leered at Flora, as if he were a hungry predator about to pounce.

‘Stop it,’ she said. ‘Whatever the fuck you’re doing.’

‘Just examining what kind of person you are, Miss Flora of Hold Cane,’ he smirked, ‘and doing it in the most efficient manner possible.’

‘Were you in my head?’

‘Do you have a cigarette? Or anything stronger?’

Flora glared at him, her fingers grasping her crossbow.

‘No?’ Kalayne said. ‘Never mind. It appears that I have arrived at the right moment, just as the fire goddess has started feeling compassion for the innocent. Not to worry though, I’ll fix her.’

He turned to face the clearing.

‘Kylon,’ he cried. ‘Come over here, you miserable shite.’

Kylon blinked, his mouth opening. The Sanang next to him gazed over at the wagon, puzzled looks on their faces, as if they couldn’t see who had spoken.

Up on the driver’s bench, Leah jerked her head round. She saw the old Kellach man and her eyes widened. She rolled, and fell off the bench, landing on the back of the wagon next to Flora
.

‘Ya auld bastard,’ Leah muttered. ‘Stop sneaking about.’

Kalayne chuckled to himself as Kylon approached the wagon.

Leah got up and rubbed her arm.

‘Kalayne,’ Kylon frowned. ‘I wasn’t expecting you.’

‘Why would you be? Now run along and fetch the fire mage, there’s a good boy.’

Kylon scowled but said nothing. He strode across to Keira’s tent and went in.

Leah sniggered.

‘What are you laughing at, blondie?’ Kalayne said. ‘Have you forgotten my prophecy for you? I do believe that’s Agang sitting on the opposite bench.’ He tapped his nose. ‘And I predict there may be a chance of fire later.’

Leah’s mouth hung open. ‘Fuck you.’

She jumped down from the wagon and stormed off to her tent, spitting on the ground near B’Dang as she passed him.

Agang turned to the old Kellach man. ‘What prophecy?’

‘None of your business,’ Kalayne said, squinting at him. ‘Do you want to see what your future holds?’

Agang snorted. ‘You’re speaking nonsense, old man.’

‘Fair enough.’ Kalayne shrugged. He turned to Flora. ‘What about you?’

‘Not a fucking chance,’ she said, ‘and if you were in my head before, keep what you saw to yourself.’

‘If you say so,’ he said, ‘although I’m sure she wouldn’t care if you told her.’

‘That’s what I’m worried about, you arsehole.’

Agang kept his face blank.

Kalayne looked amused. ‘Ahh, the secrets in this wagon.’ He winked at Agang. ‘You have a fair few.’

The blood drained from Agang’s face.

‘Oh yeah?’ said Flora, her expression lifting. ‘Like what?’

Agang clenched his fists, his mouth dry. Was the old man bluffing? If 
he could go into Kylon’s head, then could he read what was buried inside his own mind?

‘It’s not my place to reveal those sorts of secrets,’ Kalayne said. ‘In time they’ll come out on their own.’

‘Spoilsport,’ Flora muttered.

Agang tried to control his breathing, his heart pounding.

Flora gazed at him. ‘I have a few suspicions of my own.’

‘Some of them are partly true,’ Kalayne said. Agang and Flora stared at him. He shrugged. ‘I’ll say no more about it.’

Agang glanced at Flora, then looked away. The crowds of passing warriors had thinned to a slow trickle, with only the odd group still to join the rest of the army facing the walls. The unlit bonfires that ran behind the ranks of warriors were piled high, and oil was being poured on the one nearest the command tents. He caught sight of Kylon striding across the clearing.

‘She’s not moving,’ he said as he arrived at the wagon. ‘If you’ve got anything to say to her, you’ll have to go and see her.’

‘Bloody awkward cow,’ Kalayne said. ‘Still, look on the bright side, it’ll probably be a lot warmer in there. Lead on, my boy, and tell your fair mistress that we shall be along shortly.’

Kylon nodded, and returned back across the clearing.

Kalayne took a knife from his boot and cut the cords that bound Agang to the wagon.

‘What the fuck are you doing?’ Flora cried.

‘Ach, don’t make a fuss, Miss Whiteface,’ Kalayne said, ‘he won’t run away.’ He turned to Agang, who was rubbing his wrists. ‘You need to hear what I have to say to the fire goddess, so listen well.’

He leapt off the wagon, and began walking to Keira’s tent. He turned.

‘Come on,’ he yelled to Agang and Flora.

They shrugged at each other and climbed down to the ground. Flora raised her crossbow at Agang. He nodded, and they set off after Kalayne. B’Dang and the other Sanang officers seemed oblivious to them as they walked across the clearing, and Agang gazed at the old Kellach man, 
wondering what kind of powers he possessed that could make them appear invisible. They entered the tent, passing guards that flanked the entrance, and went through a reception area and into a smaller room.

Keira sat in a large chair, a bottle of wine in one hand and a lit weedstick in the other. Fern knelt at her feet, her face giddy from the thick fog of smoke in the cramped canvas-enclosed space. A solitary lantern gave the room a golden glow. Kylon stood in its shadows against the wall, his face in darkness.

‘You’ve all come?’ cried Keira. ‘Well that’s fucking great. Is it time to kill twenty thousand bairns yet? Sit down, have a drink first.’

‘Thanks,’ Kalayne grinned, picking up a bottle of wine and taking the only other chair in the room.

Keira raised an eyebrow at Agang.

‘That mad old bastard freed him,’ Flora said.

‘Thought as fucking much. Anyway, both of you, drink.’

Agang sat on the floor next to Fern, who gave him a sleepy look. Flora hesitated for a moment, then crouched down by Kalayne, keeping her crossbow ready.

‘Relax, my wee witch,’ Keira said to her. ‘What’s Agang going to do? Attack us? Run for it? Frankly I couldn’t give a flying fuck what he does now. Take a drink. Let’s get mangled before we destroy countless fucking lives.’

‘So you’ll do it?’ Kalayne said.

Keira frowned. ‘I’ve come all this way, haven’t I? I’m glad I sent the herald. I gave the fuckers a chance, and it’s not my fault they spurned it.’ She glared at Kalayne. ‘So you can forget your ideas about messing with my head. There’s no need.’

She took a long swig of wine, as Kalayne eyed her.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘Now, I have something to say before I leave you to the destruction of Plateau City.’

‘A new prophecy?’ Keira smirked.

‘An old one, or rather one I’d not properly understood until recently.’

He took a swig of wine
.

‘Shella,’ he said.

‘Who?’ Keira said.

‘The mage I sent Kylon to rescue from the Rakanese camp,’ he said. ‘I had a series of visions about her, back when we were in Kell. You were in one.’

Keira shrugged. ‘So?’

‘Well, have you ever met her?’

‘No.’

‘Then the vision remains unfulfilled,’ he said. ‘Remember this. You’ll need Shella at the very end.’

‘What the fuck’s that supposed to mean?’

Kalayne frowned. ‘Have you lost the ability to understand simple words? Anyway, thanks for the hospitality, you were a charming host as always.’ He stood. ‘I bid you farewell, my beloved fire goddess. Steel yourself for what must be done. I know you suffer, and for that I’m sorry. But only you can save the world.’

He turned to leave. On his way out he whispered something to Kylon, whose eyes widened as he watched the old man stride from the tent.

‘Well, that was fun,’ said Keira. ‘Is it dark yet? Is the army in position?’

Kylon remained silent, staring into space.

‘Hoi!’ Keira cried. ‘Wake the fuck up.’

He turned to her. ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Everything’s ready. Say the word, and the first bonfire will be lit.’

She nodded, and took another swig of wine.

‘You’ve changed your mind about the civilians?’ said Agang. ‘There are forty thousand Kellach Brigdomin in the city.’

‘Aye,’ she said. ‘Followers of Duncan the Arsehole. Half of them are serving in the fucking imperial army. The rest are just poor bastards who happen to be in the wrong place.’

‘But you can’t just slaughter them…’ He raised his arm, and Flora swung her crossbow up and pointed it at his chest.

‘She has to,’ said Kylon. ‘The priests inside the city are close to 
achieving their aims. We must attack tonight, by tomorrow it will be too late.’

‘And all of this is based upon the word of that old man?’ Agang said, lowering his hands. ‘I pray he’s right.’

‘He is,’ Kylon said. ‘In all the time he guided us in Kell, planning the raids and attacks against the Rahain occupiers, he was never wrong.’

‘It’s funny,’ said Keira. ‘Once I’ve burned the city, we’ll never know if he was right or not.’

‘Try not to dwell on it,’ Kylon said.

She threw the bottle at his head. He ducked and it scuffed off his shoulder, sending a red spray across the canvas wall.

‘Fuck you,’ she yelled, getting to her feet. ‘You and me, it’s dead, we’re done. After all this is over I never want to see you again. Your fucking soul is shrivelled and rotten. Now get the fuck out. Tell those bastards to light their fucking bonfires, then get ready to watch the greatest show you’ve seen in your miserable fucked-up life.’

Kylon’s eyes revealed a well of pain, then his face darkened, and he strode from the tent.

Keira sat down and leaned back, a weedstick in her lips.

Agang looked around the tent. Flora was frowning, her head lowered. Fern had almost passed out, and was reclining against the wide chair where Keira sat smoking.

His heart froze. He knew what he should do. He had an opportunity, probably the only one he would ever get, to prevent the inferno about to engulf Plateau City. He was sitting a couple of feet from Keira; it would be over in seconds.

But what if she was right?

What if the old Kellach man was speaking the truth? If Agang killed the firewitch, then would the Holdings church unleash something worse than the destruction of a city?

He paused.

Keira sighed and stood. She stretched her arms out, then rubbed her face. She glanced at Agang.

‘You coming?
’

He stared at her. She shrugged, and left the room.

Agang got up and ran after her. A great roar came from the Sanang ranks as the firewitch emerged from the tent. To their left, the first bonfire had been lit, and in the light of its flames Agang could see the masses of warriors, and beyond, the high walls and barred gates of the city, framed against the dark sky.

‘Kill-kill, kill-kill,’ echoed up from the huge army, the breeze sending the low chant up to the imperial soldiers on the city battlements. Agang took up position by Kylon, who glared at him, but said nothing.

In the centre of the clearing Keira raised her left arm and the Sanang roared as a tower of flame rose from the bonfire, its glare reflecting off the thick clouds.

‘This is the last time,’ she said. ‘After tonight, I’m done.’

She hurled her arm forwards.

A great mass of fire flew through the air, and the destruction of the city began.
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A searing wind howled down the length of the Tahrana valley, bringing freezing hail and sleet from the west. The Severed Clan pressed on along the churned-up muddy road towards the river crossing, the gaien snorting their discomfort as they hauled the hundreds of wagons and carts.

Daphne shivered beneath her woollen cloak from where she sat next to Killop on one of the rear wagons. Between them, Karalyn was nestled under a pile of blankets with only her face visible, her eyes watering from the stinging wind.

In the back of the wagon, under its canvas canopy, a dozen Kellach Brigdomin were sheltering from the weather. They were older folk, among those most reluctant to leave Slateford, and from their expressions Killop knew that a few now carried regrets at their departure.

Daphne touched his arm and nodded to their right, across the barren wastes of the great valley floor.

‘There’s more of them,’ she said.

Killop frowned. Up on a low ridge a mile to the east a band of Rahain were watching the Kellach convoy pass
.

‘Which side are they on?’ Daphne asked. ‘Can you tell from here?’

Killop strained his eyes. Despite that fact that it was morning, the sky was dull and grey.

‘New Free,’ he said. ‘One of them’s carrying an imperial banner. I can see the five-pointed star.’

Daphne smiled at him. ‘It’s like you have battle-vision sight all the time.’

He shrugged. ‘It seemed normal to us, until we met other folk, and realised they couldn’t see or hear as well as we can.’

‘Or heal themselves,’ Daphne said. ‘And you never get ill…’

‘What can I say?’ Killop said. ‘The Creator blessed us.’

Daphne laughed. ‘I guess so. And he made you have twins. That seems a bit odd.’

‘Who knows what was going on in his mind at the time? If it was him. I get that he speaks to people, and can send visions and stuff, but did he really make us?’

‘Our scriptures say that he created the whole world, and the sun and seven stars.’

‘Why?’

‘Why what?’

‘Why did he make such a world?’ Killop said. ‘If he could create all this, then why didn’t he make a world without suffering? He must have had the power.’

‘Because he wanted to give us the freedom to make our own choices. Then he’ll reward those who believe in him with a happy afterlife.’

‘So all this is a test?’

Daphne shrugged. ‘I guess so. You have to remember that I didn’t pay all that much attention to religious lessons at school. They bored me stiff. And my family weren’t particularly observant of the faith. In fact, my father used to mock it regularly.’

‘Did he not get into trouble?’

‘That was during the queen’s reign, when nobody was listening to what the prophet and the church had to say. At university, many 
students were open about their lack of belief.’ She shook her head. ‘Everything changed when she was poisoned.’

‘Was it the church?’

‘I wouldn’t be surprised,’ she said, ‘but I don’t know. I was in Sanang at the time.’

Killop shook his head. ‘You’ve been to so many places.’

‘And all of them warmer than Rahain.’

‘This is nothing,’ he laughed. ‘Like a bracing spring day in Kell.’

She sighed. ‘I miss the sunshine of the Holdings, and the vast blue skies. It’s been years since I’ve seen them. It never snows on the plains, and I’d only seen frost a couple of times in my life before I came to Rahain.’

She paused. ‘They’re moving.’

Killop turned to stare up at the low ridge.

‘And fast,’ he said. ‘Shit, I think some of them are on horseback.’

Daphne squinted into the dim light at the approaching group. ‘You’re right. Horses.’

‘Must have been left behind by the alliance.’

He caught the attention of a scout, who was up on the rear of the wagon ahead of them.

‘Signal the alarm,’ he called.

The scout stood, and lifted a horn to his lips. He blew, and a long note pealed out. All around, on the wagons to each side, and ahead and behind, Kellach reached for their longbows.

Killop eased past the driver, and jumped to the ground. Other Kellach, armed with swords and shields, gathered around him, while those with longbows clambered up onto the wagons facing the nearing group of Rahain.

‘Quickly!’ Killop shouted at the warriors around him. ‘Close the gap, form a line.’

The Kellach ran off, arranging themselves between the wagons as the leading Rahain crashed into them. In places they held, but in the centre the horses barged through the Kellach shield wall. The Rahain 
shot down with their crossbows, while the Kellach loosed arrow after arrow into them from the wagons.

A pair of horses charged close to where Killop stood, a few yards ahead of their wagon. One was rider-less, while the other bore a black-robed Rahain. Killop drew his sword, and ducked behind his shield as the rider shot a crossbow bolt at him. It embedded itself into the shield with a loud thud, and Killop sprang forward. He raised his sword and swung it at the passing Rahain, cleaving through his left arm and side, and knocking him off the horse.

He glanced up to see the line of Kellach shields had re-formed. Beyond them, the Rahain were retreating back towards the low ridge, leaving half a dozen dead on the sodden ground.

Killop gazed down at the bodies of the three Kellach slain in the skirmish as they were laid out on blankets.

‘Send a message up to Bridget,’ he said to the scout. ‘Tell her there’s been another attack, but we’re still moving. Ask her to send me a signal as soon as she reaches the river crossing.’

‘Aye, Chief,’ the scout said, and sprinted off towards the front of the long convoy of gaien-drawn wagons.

‘Hush, hush,’ he heard Daphne say. He turned. She was standing holding the reins of a tall white horse, stroking its flank with her left hand. Karalyn was strapped to Daphne’s back, sitting in the carrier that Bedig had made, after it had been adjusted to account for her growth. She was smiling at the horse and laughing. Killop sheathed his sword and walked over, staying out of reach of the great beast.

‘Isn’t he beautiful?’ Daphne said.

‘It’s not the word I’d use.’

‘We should keep him,’ she said. ‘He could come in useful.’ She turned to him, a light in her eyes. ‘And I’m not feeling sick from the smell of him. It must have passed.’

They moved a few paces to the left to allow the wagon to trundle past them, as the rear of the convoy got underway again.

Daphne grinned, and unstrapped Karalyn from her back. ‘Could you take her?
’

Killop nodded, and picked up the child. He watched as Daphne led the horse off into a clearer space. She was speaking to it the whole time, her eyes never wavering. She gripped the reins, placed her left foot in the stirrup, and leapt onto the back of the beast. The horse reared, then stamped its feet down, but Daphne held on. She laughed, kicked her heels, and the horse raced off.

‘Be back soon,’ she yelled as the horse bore her away.

Killop shook his head. He ran up to his wagon, and climbed aboard, lifting Karalyn up onto the forward bench. As he sat he felt the child’s mind enter his, and a knot of worry passed from her to him. He closed his eyes, and Karalyn took their minds through the air, reaching Daphne in seconds.

She was laughing.

I’ve missed this so much.

Killop looked out from Daphne’s eyes. The land was flying past, the horse racing at a heart-rending speed. Daphne was clutching the reins and keeping her head low, her battle-vision helping her ignore the freezing wind.

He felt her deep joy, and loved her for it. For a moment their three minds melded together, then they separated, and he blinked his eyes open.

He looked down at Karalyn, who was sitting next to him swathed in blankets. The little girl smiled up at him. She was looking less like a baby with every passing day, which was normal for Kellach children around the age of one, while Daphne had expressed to him her bewilderment. In the Holdings, she had said, Karalyn would pass for a three year old.

‘Mama likes the horse,’ she said.

‘Aye, wee bear. She does.’
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When the scout returned several hours later, he wasn’t alone. Two men, short next to the scout, walked alongside him, one young, the other 
older. Killop glanced back down the road, but there was no sign of Daphne.

‘It’s your Uncle Laodoc,’ Killop said to Karalyn. She burrowed her head into his winter cloak.

‘Chief,’ the scout said as he arrived at the wagon. ‘Herald Bridget reports that they have reached the ford, and have begun crossing the river. That would be an hour ago now, Chief. She said to keep going, and try to cross before nightfall. They’re going to build a camp at the first available site on the road west, and she hopes to see you there this evening.’

Killop nodded. ‘Thanks. Go back and find the camp, let her know we’re coming. Then get yourself some rest.’

‘Aye, Chief,’ he said, and ran off.

Killop turned to the two Rahain men standing by the halted wagon.

He reached down and helped Laodoc climb up, while the younger man followed. Laodoc sat on the bench, and the wagon driver spurred the gaien on.

‘Good to see you,’ Killop said.

‘And you, my boy,’ Laodoc said. ‘And might I say, you are a splendid chief. I know about your doubts, yet you stayed true to your duty to lead the clan despite them. They’re fortunate to have you, just as I’m fortunate to be escaping this wretched land with you. My heart has been broken by the torment my people have endured, and I cannot stay any longer. There is no place for me here. Like the Kellach Brigdomin, I have been rejected by all sides in this conflict.’

Killop nodded.

Laodoc gazed out over the barren valley. The wind and hail had eased, but the heavy clouds overhead threatened more. He looked old and underfed, and his eyes were full of bitterness.

‘I’m glad you’re coming with us,’ Killop said.

‘Where is Miss Daphne?’

‘Gone for a ride on a captured horse,’ he said. ‘I’m not sure when she’ll be back.’

Laodoc frowned. ‘Do you mind if I wait here?
’

‘Of course not. Who’s your friend?’

‘I’d rather wait for Miss Daphne to return before I make introductions.’

Karalyn poked her head round Killop to look at Laodoc.

The old man forced a smile, but his eyes were cold.

Killop kept his expression level despite his growing irritation at Laodoc’s attitude. He had to remember that the old man was in mourning.

‘All right,’ he nodded.

Karalyn squealed.

Killop turned his head. In the distance he could see a rider and horse approach.

‘Here she comes.’

Daphne galloped the horse over the final stretch and pulled up by the wagon, a huge grin on her face.

‘That was amazing.’

Killop smiled at her, then nodded at the two Rahain men.

‘Hi, Laodoc,’ Daphne said, as she trotted the horse alongside them. ‘Look at me. I don’t feel sick anymore, it’s fantastic.’

‘That’s very nice,’ Laodoc said. ‘I need to speak with you.’

‘Yeah?’

Laodoc frowned.

Karalyn stood and reached her arms out to Daphne.

‘You want up, Kara-bear?’ She lifted the girl onto the horse, seating her on the wide saddle in front of her. Karalyn laughed and jumped up and down. ‘She’s a natural,’ Daphne grinned.

‘I need to speak with you,’ repeated Laodoc.

‘Oh,’ Daphne said. ‘It’s serious?’

‘It is rather, yes.’

A look of disappointment fleeted over her face, then she smiled.

‘Of course,’ she said, passing Killop the reins. ‘Could you tie these to the bench-rail?’

‘Aye, sure,’ Killop said.

She passed Karalyn back to the wagon, then climbed aboard, sitting 
behind the bench under the protection of the canopy. She took a long drink of water from a skin, and lit a cigarette, watching the stallion as it walked by the side of the wagon.

‘As you are no doubt aware,’ Laodoc said to her, ‘the entrance to the Great Tunnel to the Plateau lies not far from here. A mere thirty miles or so, I believe.’

Daphne nodded.

‘In fact,’ Laodoc went on, ‘this is the closest point in our journey to the tunnel. After we ford the river, we’ll be heading west, away from it.’

‘Yes.’

‘This, then, is our only chance.’

‘Chance for what?’

‘Lady Douanna has been observed near the settlement that surrounds the entrance to the tunnel.’

Daphne stared at the old man.

Laodoc gestured to the younger Rahain man sitting on the driver’s bench next to him.

‘Here is our witness,’ he said. ‘Tell Miss Daphne your story. The same as you told me.’

The young man nodded.

‘I was with the Old Free in the south during the rebellion,’ he said. ‘I used to assist some of the councillors in Calcite City, and saw Lady Douanna a few times. I travelled with them up to the capital during the coup, and fled when the New Free revolted and burned the High Senate to the ground.’

‘What job did you do?’ Daphne asked.

‘I was a servant, miss.’

Daphne nodded. ‘Go on.’

‘When I got out of the capital, I ran all the way to Tahrana City,’ he said, ‘but it’s in ruins, with different factions fighting for control of the caverns. I decided to get out, so I tagged along with a group heading towards the Great Tunnel. It was only after a few days that I realised Lady Douanna was travelling with them, disguised as an old peasant woman.
’

‘It was definitely her?’

He nodded. ‘I’m certain of it.’

‘She’s going to the Plateau?’

The young man shrugged. ‘I don’t know exactly, but she’s smuggled herself into a convoy, and intends to enter the first stretch of the tunnel tonight or tomorrow.’

Daphne chewed her lip. ‘Why are you telling us this?’

He shrugged. ‘She’s mad. She’s completely lost her mind. I decided to see if I can buy my freedom by betraying her to you.’

‘How did you know we were here?’

‘I saw your convoy a few days ago as it moved down into Tahrana Valley, and recognised it as coming from the Slateford enclave. I took a chance that Chancellor Laodoc would be travelling with the rest of the Kellach Brigdomin. I knew that he’d be interested in locating Lady Douanna.’

Killop frowned but held his tongue.

‘I guess there’s a simple way to find out if he’s telling the truth,’ Daphne said. ‘When did you last see her?’

‘At dawn this morning.’

Daphne stared into the young man’s face, her eyes seeming to haze over. For several moments, she held his gaze, then broke away, coughing.

She glanced at Killop.

‘It’s true.’

She turned back to the young man. ‘Thank you for this information. We’ll be sure to report it to the next band of New Free we run into. They’re swarming through the valley, so that shouldn’t take too long. They can deal with her.’

The young man glanced at Laodoc, whose face was turning red, his tongue flickering.

‘Seems reasonable,’ said Killop.

‘Reasonable?’ cried Laodoc. ‘May I remind you, Miss Daphne Holdfast, that you made me a promise? You gave me your word that you would hunt down and kill Douanna. In fact you have assured me more 
than once that you would do it personally. The first time, I believe, was only a few days after Simiona had been butchered. You promised me you would kill Douanna as soon as you’d rescued Killop from prison. But you didn’t.’

There was anger in Daphne’s eyes, but she said nothing.

‘And again,’ Laodoc ranted, ‘when I commissioned you to break the conspiracy of those plotting the coup. Not only did you fail in that matter, but you also failed to kill Douanna. And now, when fate has offered you a third, and surely final opportunity to fulfil your promises, you spurn it? Does your word mean so little? Have you no honour?’

‘That’s enough,’ Killop said. ‘I know you’re grieving, but you’ve no right to speak to her like that.’

‘It’s fine,’ said Daphne. ‘He’s right, I did give my word.’

Killop narrowed his eyes. ‘You can’t seriously be thinking about agreeing to this?’

Karalyn let out a soft wail, and gazed at her mother and father.

‘Don’t worry, Kara-bear,’ Daphne said. ‘Everything’s all right.’

She turned to look at the old Kellach sitting in the rear of the wagon.

‘Could one of you look after Karalyn for a couple of minutes, please? Killop and I need to talk.’

An old couple nodded, and the woman reached out with her arms.

‘She’s a lovely wee bairn,’ she said, taking Karalyn’s hand as the child was moved back to her.

‘Thanks,’ Daphne said, then looked at Killop. He frowned.

‘Come on,’ she said, and leapt off the wagon.

Killop gave Laodoc a cold stare, then followed her. They walked a few yards away from the wagon, then kept pace with it as it trundled along the road.

‘Don’t get angry,’ she said, ‘but I think I should do this.’

‘Why? For revenge?’

‘To keep my word.’

‘Sometimes promises cannot be kept.’

‘But this isn’t one of those occasions. Douanna’s only thirty miles away, on the stallion I could make that in a couple of hours if the road’s 
clear. Even if I’m delayed, I should still be able to return to the clan convoy in one or two days, at the most.’

Killop bit his tongue, in case he said something he would regret.

‘Well?’ she said. ‘Tell me what you think.’

Killop’s anger boiled over.

‘I think it’s stupid and selfish.’

Daphne’s eyes widened, and a flash of anger crossed her face.

‘I gave him my word, Killop,’ she said. ‘I promised him, twice, that I would take care of Douanna.’

‘So you’re going to risk your life, risk leaving Karalyn motherless, over your pride?’

‘Did I not see you fighting the New Free a few hours ago?’ she said. ‘Were you not risking your life then?’

‘That was different. We were attacked and I was defending us. What you’re suggesting is completely unnecessary. Douanna’s reign is over. She’s finished.’

‘But she’s still alive.’

‘I don’t care.’

‘You don’t care if I break my word to one of our friends?’

‘I killed one of Laodoc’s sons. I don’t think he’s my friend any more.’

She shook her head. ‘If it was your word, your honour that was being questioned, you’d do the same as me.’

‘I’d want to,’ he said, ‘but I would look at you and Karalyn, and realise that you matter much more to me than a promise I made in the heat of the moment.’

‘Are you saying that you and Karalyn don’t matter to me?’

‘I’ll judge you by your actions.’

Daphne glared at him, but said nothing. He looked away, his anger assuring him he was in the right, while a small voice at the back of his head sounded a warning he ignored.

Ahead, he could see the vast convoy of Kellach wagons beginning to bunch up, signalling that they were approaching the river crossing. To their left, two hundred yards away, the wide, slow river flowed south. Beyond was the road to Jade Falls, and then the route to the north along 
the ocean coast. So many days of travelling still to do, just to get out of Rahain.

His temper faded. He turned to say something to Daphne but she had gone.

He glanced around, scanning everywhere for her. He heard a noise from the other side of the wagon, and ran. As he reached the rear wheel, he saw Daphne up on the saddle of the stallion.

‘I’ll be back soon,’ she said. ‘I’ll listen to your apology then.’

She spurred her heels, and the stallion took off, racing down the road past the clustered wagons and out of sight.

Killop stood and stared.

The rain started, then turned to sleet, and Killop remained alone on the muddy ground as the convoy continued on.

What had just happened?

He had known that Daphne would go. He knew he would have done the same.

And now she was gone.

He shook the sleet from his hair and began walking. The light was growing dim, and the black clouds overhead promised more rain. His wagon was at the rear of the convoy, and he approached the back and climbed up.

Karalyn ran to him.

‘Dada,’ she said. ‘Where’s mama?’

‘She’ll be back soon.’

He glanced up towards the front of the wagon. Laodoc was sitting on the driver’s bench, looking ahead as the wagons came to a halt. He had a tight smile on his lips.

Killop thanked the old couple, picked up Karalyn, and jumped down from the rear of the wagon. He pulled his cloak over the child as the sleet continued to fall.

‘Let’s find Auntie Bridget.’
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Time had no meaning for Shella. A blindfold covered her eyes, and a hood had been tied over her head. Her hands were locked into thick metal gauntlets, and she was chained by her wrists and ankles to a bed. Every muscle in her body was in agony. Unable to stretch or move about, she lay for hour after hour in the silence of the cell where the wardens of the One True Path had dragged her.

Her mind had fallen into a trance, and she was no longer sure when she was awake or asleep, or if there was a difference. She dreamed, and memories flooded her mind. At times she was sure Obli was standing in the room next to her, or Jayki, or any of the other people she had known who had died. She began to suspect that she might be dead herself. The only thing keeping her from giving up was meal time.

Every few hours hands grabbed her, and moved her into a sitting position. Her arms would be restrained, and the lower half of her hood opened. A wooden spoon would shove soup into her mouth, and she would eat, her body’s instincts taking over while her mind observed from afar.

Afterwards she would be led to the toilet pit, where despite the 
blindfold, she would close her eyes and pretend she was alone, her face burning from the humiliation.

Then she would be re-chained to the bed and left alone to the silence and the darkness.

‘Did you hear what I said?’

She remembered the wave of toxic sludge that flooded the city of Akhanawarah, and her horror as it rushed towards them, sweeping away the riverbank docks and quays, and poisoning the water supplies. Then she remembered the people sicken and die after drinking the polluted liquid to satisfy their raging thirsts.

‘Mage Shella, respond if you can hear me.’

And then came the firestorm, burning its way through the city with a ruthless precision, a wall of flames as high as a tenement block, incinerating everything in its path. She saw Kylon on his knees, weeping as he realised it was Keira.

‘Sit her up.’

Hands pulled at her shackles. Was it time for soup?

She opened her mouth, her stomach rumbling.

‘Mage Shella?’

She waited for the soup to arrive.

‘Take her hood off.’

The buckle beneath her chin was unfastened. The thick hood was lifted over her head, and Shella felt air on her cheeks for the first time since she had been arrested.

She was slapped across the face, but didn’t react.

‘Restrain her arms, then remove the blindfold.’

Rough hands took hold of her arms and her blindfold was pulled off. She blinked, then clenched her eyes shut.

‘Extinguish every lamp except for one,’ the voice said. ‘Shella, it’s me, Arnault. It’s time.’

She opened her eyes a crack, but her vision was painful and blurry.

‘How long?’ she whispered.

‘You’ve been detained here for nineteen days,’ the Lord Vicar said.

‘Bastards.
’

‘That’s more like it. Warden, put her hood back on. She’s fine.’

The hood was pulled back down over her head and re-fastened under her chin.

‘Stand her up. We’re going.’

Shella was hauled to her feet. She staggered, but the wardens on either side kept her upright, and she was half-carried for several yards.

‘That’s them all,’ she heard Arnault say. ‘Follow me, everyone.’

She was dragged along, her feet trying to keep up with the pace. Her mind raced. Something was happening. She shook her head. Nineteen fucking days.

The wardens stopped, and Shella was lowered to the floor. She heard a door slam and a bar slide into position.

‘Is it soup time?’ said a voice to her left.

‘Benel?’ she cried through her hood. ‘Is that you?’

‘I think so,’ the voice said, ‘though I can’t tell if I’m dreaming or not.’

‘You’re not,’ she said. ‘We’ve just been moved.’

‘Shella?’

‘Who the fuck else do you think it is?’

‘Do you speak Rahain?’ said another voice in the room.

‘Yeah,’ Shella replied. ‘Who are you?’

‘Lilyann.’

‘Are you from Rahain?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m Kellach Brigdomin. Learned Rahain from being a slave.’

‘Are you a mage?’

‘Are you?’

‘I think we all are,’ said Benel. ‘That’s why we’re here.’

‘I’m Rahain,’ said another voice, to Shella’s right, ‘and I’m a mage.’

‘Shit,’ Shella said. ‘That’s four of us. Is there a Sanang here too?’

A different voice started to speak. Shella didn’t understand what the man was saying, though he kept repeating the word Sanang.

‘Does anyone speak his language?’ she asked.

The other mages said nothing.

‘Sorry, buddy,’ she said to the Sanang man
.

‘So there’s five of us,’ Benel said. ‘One from each nation.’

‘Okay, but why?’ Shella said. ‘What are they going to do to us?’

‘I’ve been here, trapped in this place for thirds,’ said the Rahain man. ‘There used to be dozens of us, captured after the alliance invasion. Now only a few remain. Every so often, one of our number is taken from our group, and led away. They never come back. Today, it was my turn.’

‘So they might still be alive,’ said the Kellach woman, who sounded young to Shella’s ears.

‘How did a fire mage get captured?’ she asked her.

The room fell into silence. Shella shook her head in frustration. With her blindfold removed she was able to make out the dim light of a lamp through the thin fabric of the hood, but nothing else.

‘I surrendered to the church,’ the young woman said. ‘I gave myself up.’

‘What?’ Shella said. ‘Why?’

‘A Holdings deacon converted me to the creator-faith when I lived in Rahain. He told me that, because I was blessed as a mage, I should make my way to the imperial capital, and offer my services to the Emperor.’

‘And did you?’

‘Aye, I did. Priests were waiting for me when I arrived at the docks, but a whole load of Kellach were there as well. I guess someone must have spread the word that a fire mage was on board the ship. The Kellach carried me away to their quarter of the city. They said they were doing it for my own protection, but I tried to fight them. Then the Emperor or whoever sent in a whole fucking army of wardens to get me out. It was a right mess. The One True Path chained me up, put a bag on my head and dragged me here. Wherever here is.’

‘The Imperial Institute of Research into the Mage Arts,’ Benel said.

‘But what happens here?’ she said. ‘The Kellach told me there was an earthquake or something.’

‘There was,’ said Shella, ‘and I’m going to guess it happened the last time they had all five types of mages gathered together.
’

‘That earthquake killed four of my people,’ the Rahain man said, ‘not including the one who was taken away by the wardens a few hours before it occurred.’

‘So you were captured after the earthquake, Lilyann?’ Shella said.

‘Aye.’

‘The riot in the Kellach quarter happened a couple of days before we were arrested,’ Benel said.

‘So,’ Shella said, ‘after twenty-odd days chained up and hooded, are you still a great believer in the church?’

‘I’m angry,’ said Lilyann. ‘Hungry. Pissed off. But I must have faith that all this is for the best. The Creator wouldn’t allow this to happen without a good reason.’

‘You’re a fucking idiot,’ Shella said.

‘Steady,’ said Benel. ‘We need to stick together.’

‘How can we trust her?’ Shella said. ‘She sounds like she wants to help them.’

‘Whatever they’re going to do to us,’ Benel said, ‘there’s a high probability that it will kill us. Maybe the earthquake was a genuine mistake, but if it was, then it proves that even the Lord Vicar and the best vision mages in the land are capable of making mistakes. They could make another. After all, there’s a Sanang army heading this way. I’d imagine the church are under a considerable amount of pressure.’

‘There’s an army approaching?’ the Rahain man said.

‘Yeah,’ said Shella, ‘and a fucking big one too, lead by Keira the fire mage. She’s already overthrown the King of Sanang, and destroyed two imperial armies on her rampage through the Plateau. Things are about to get interesting for the empire.’

The Rahain stifled a laugh.

‘I thought that was why they’d chained me,’ Lilyann said. ‘They were worried I was a mad cow like Keira, and that maybe I was in league with her. I denied it, but of course any spy would. Tell me, are the rest of you chained and hooded as well as me?’

The others muttered their agreement, except for the Sanang man, who remained silent
.

‘They think we’re all dangerous,’ Shella said, ‘and they’re fucking right. Give me one chance and I’ll show them exactly how dangerous I can be.’

‘And I,’ said the Rahain man.

‘Yeah, well, me too obviously,’ Benel said.

‘I don’t know,’ said Lilyann. ‘What they’re doing seems cruel, but maybe it’s what’s needed.’

‘No,’ said Shella, ‘I’m not having that. A creator who orders torture and murder is not benevolent. I’ll not be worshipping the fucker that had me chained up like an animal.’

She paused.

‘And, if you or your priests are listening,’ she went on, raising her head and her voice, ‘you can get to fuck the lot of you.’

The room fell silent.

‘Lilyann,’ Benel said after a while, ‘I heard that new converts have to read lots of scripture.’

‘Aye.’

‘Then you probably know more about what’s going to happen than the rest of us.’

‘Nothing I’ve read talks about this. There’s nothing about gathering mages.’

‘But what could the Creator do with five different mages?’

‘I don’t know.’

Shella frowned behind her hood. ‘We’ll find out when it starts.’
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They passed hours together in the cell, with no food or water, or any attention from the wardens. Shella leaned back against a wall, trying to get comfortable, but the chains were digging into her wrists, and the buckle under her chin had rubbed the skin raw.

There was a high pitched noise, followed by a low rumble. The walls shook.

‘What the fuck?’ she said. ‘Did anyone else…
?

It happened again, the rumble louder, coming from far above.

‘Keira?’ Benel said.

‘I fucking hope so,’ Shella said. ‘She might be a mad bitch, but if she’s fighting the Emperor and his priests then good on her.’

She heard the bar slide across their door, and the sound of it swinging open.

‘Bring them,’ a voice said.

Shella’s shoulders were grabbed and she was hauled to her feet. Around her, she could hear wardens surround the other mages. They were led off, walking through the institute for a few minutes until they were halted again. From behind the thin hood she could sense that they were in a large, well-lit chamber.

‘Put each one by their positions and secure them,’ a voice said. ‘The Emperor will be here soon.’

Shella was dragged for several yards, then her wrists were raised and shackled to a point above her head. She felt the wardens step away, and she swayed on her feet.

‘Take off their hoods,’ the voice said, ‘except for Mage Benel.’

The buckle under her chin was released, and the hood removed. She blinked, the lamps lighting the room too bright for her eyes.

Another deep rumble reverberated, and she heard worried gasps from those present.

She managed to open her eyes a little. She was attached to a pillar, one of five in the circular chamber where they had been taken. On the floor in the centre of the room, a large imperial star had been engraved. Each of the five points terminated at the base of one of the pillars, and priests stood at the tip of each point, facing the chained mages.

She glanced to her left and saw the old Rahain mage, his shackled wrists raised above his head. To his left was the young Kellach woman, with tears running down her cheeks. Along from her was the Sanang man, and to Shella’s right was a figure still wearing a hood.

‘Hey, Benel.’

‘Silence,’ said the priest closest to her, his feet on the tip of a star-point. It was Rijon
.

‘Fuck you,’ she said. ‘Forever and always.’

There was another low rumble, and Rijon glanced upwards. He swallowed.

‘She’s coming, isn’t she?’ Shella said. ‘Coming to finish you bastards off.’

‘She cannot win,’ he said. ‘She’s too late. We’re ready.’

‘For what?’

‘You’ll see.’

Arnault, who stood alone in the middle of the room, the centre of the star beneath his feet, clapped his hands.

‘The Holy Emperor will be with us in a few moments, to oversee what history will recall as the most glorious day the world has ever seen. We are truly honoured to be here, serving the One True Creator with all of our strength and faith.’ He gazed at the wardens, who had gathered at the rear of the pillars, and were lining the circular wall of the chamber, and then he glanced at each of the five priests standing on the points of the star. ‘May the Creator’s will be done.’

The doors to the circular chamber swung open and Guilliam walked in, flanked by a pair of imperial courtiers. The priests and wardens bowed their heads.

The Emperor walked up to Arnault, and looked him up and down.

‘So you’ve finally decided you’re ready?’

The Lord Vicar bowed, his robes sweeping across the floor. ‘We are, your Majesty.’

‘And it took that mad bitch to actually start fire-bombing the city?’

‘Your Imperial Majesty,’ the Lord Vicar said, ‘it was imperative that we learned the lessons of our previous attempts. We cannot afford to make another error.’

The Emperor narrowed his eyes. ‘And you’re quite sure that this attempt will be a success?’

‘Quite, your Majesty,’ he said. ‘I have been in communion with the Creator several times over the course of the day, and am confident that there will be no more mistakes.’

‘You’d better be right,’ the Emperor said, ‘otherwise we all burn.
’

He turned, and gazed at the pillars where the five mages were chained. He saw Shella, and smirked.

‘We heard you were here, princess,’ he said. ‘Nice to see you performing some useful service at last.’

‘I hope Keira burns you to ashes you pathetic little tyrant.’

Guilliam chuckled. ‘You might find it interesting to know that we had you declared dead to the Rakanese government, so there won’t be anyone looking for you. And in the unfortunate absence of your nephew, we decided to proclaim your brother the royal representative of your people. His Highness Prince Sami. He’s proved a lot easier to control than you were.’

‘Eat shit.’

‘It’s been a pleasure,’ he said. ‘We shall enjoy watching you suffer.’

He turned to face the hooded mage.

‘And who’s this?’

‘Mage Benel, your Majesty,’ said the priest standing at the tip of the star nearest him.

The Emperor frowned. ‘The one who could have captured or killed the fire mage last year, and saved us all much trouble?’

‘Indeed, your Majesty.’

‘His death will be a small loss to the empire.’

He ignored the Sanang man and walked to the pillar where Lilyann was chained. ‘Is this the one who came willingly?’

‘She is, your Majesty,’ said the priest closest to the Kellach mage.

‘Yet that fool Duncan tried to keep her from us.’

Lilyann glanced down at the Emperor, her eyes red. ‘Your Majesty?’

‘Yes?’

‘Tell me, please,’ she said, ‘is this what the Creator wants?’

‘Indeed it is,’ he said, ‘and no doubt he will be looking down upon you with favour.’ He glanced at the priest. ‘Isn’t that right?’

The priest nodded. ‘The Lord and One True Creator honours her sacrifice.’

‘Your Majesty,’ called Arnault from the centre of the star, as another low rumble shook the chamber. ‘We’re ready.
’

The Emperor nodded, and strode to a raised platform where a throne had been placed, between the pillars holding Lilyann and the Sanang mage, directly opposite Shella.

A warden approached Benel and whipped the hood from his head. He struck the mage in the face with his fist, cracking his skull off the pillar. Benel’s head drooped, and the warden held out his hands and gripped Benel’s hair, facing his bleary eyes towards the priest.

Arnault raised his hands.

‘Most Holy Creator, Lord and Holder of all. We are ready.’

He made a choking noise and his body went rigid, his head angled upwards.

Another rumble coursed through the building, and the ceiling shook. The ceiling lamps swayed, sending light back and forth across the chamber. The priests who had been paired with the five mages raised their arms. Rijon’s eyes clouded over, his face contorted and his body frozen. Pressure started to build behind Shella’s temples. This time, the attack on her mind was far more powerful than Rijon’s previous attempt, and the protective bubble around her held only for a few precious moments before being swept aside.

The Creator entered her mind, and filled it. Shella felt her consciousness lose control of her body as the Creator took over her senses and looked out from her eyes. At once she knew his thoughts, and realised that he was in command of all five mages, through the priests, and through Arnault.

He smiled.

She felt her mage powers awaken as the Creator reached within her. She tried to resist, but his will was more powerful than she could encompass, and she was helpless to stop him drawing on her flow powers. He pulled on her strength, and she felt her body weaken as the Creator began transforming every ounce of her being into flow energy.

She stared around the chamber as her life-force was drained away. Opposite her, the Emperor was watching transfixed as Shella and the other mages were emptied by the Creator. The Sanang man was writhing and howling, and the Rahain mage seemed to have passed out, 
his head slumped. Lilyann was screaming. Smoke was coming from her as if she were burning from an inner fire. She pulled and strained on the chains in her agony, but they held fast.

Shella gasped for breath as her strength faded. She turned to her right. Benel’s head was still in the warden’s grip, pointing towards his linked priest. Blood was streaming from the mage’s eye sockets, and Shella could see that he was gone. She bowed her head for the end.

Her body convulsed as the Creator ripped his presence from her, taking the flow power he had gathered. As his spirit passed back through Rijon, the priest shuddered. His eyes rolled up as his ears and nose started to bleed and he cried out in agony and collapsed to the floor. Around the chamber, the priests who had linked to the mages were falling, screaming, their hands clawing their bloody faces as the stolen power surged through them. Next to each hung the limp body of a mage.

In the centre of the chamber, above where Arnault stood with his arms raised, a swirling weave of light was growing, made up of five different strands, combining and merging into one. It grew brighter and larger, expanding up to the ceiling and filling the upper half of the chamber. Shella shut her eyes, but could sense the light through her closed lids. The entire room was vibrating, and Shella felt as if she were about to be torn apart by the forces rippling and surging through the air.

Waves of violent shuddering struck the room. The pillar behind Shella shook, and a crack split the column where her wrists were shackled. Shella was hauled down as the pillar fell and shattered into fragments. Shella was flung clear and landed on the floor, while huge blocks of masonry fell from the ceiling around her. Wardens screamed as the chamber juddered for a long moment, then grew still. Clouds of dust hung suspended in the air, illuminated by the glow from the swinging ceiling lamps.

Shella gasped for breath, her body aching and weak as she lay on the floor, her wrists still shackled together. In front of her lay the twisted body of Rijon, his lifeless eyes staring at her. She tried to crawl, but was 
too exhausted to move. Amid the destruction of the chamber, the light was still hovering over the centre of the room where Arnault was kneeling, his head in his hands. The five strands had merged into a single ball of light, but it was shrinking and growing fainter with every second.

Arnault lifted his head, the tears on his face bathed in the swirling light. ‘My Lord. It wasn’t my fault.’

Behind him, Shella saw the Emperor get to his feet. He was staring open-mouth at the shimmering cloud of light hanging over Arnault’s head.

The Lord Vicar turned, and pointed at Guilliam.

‘Him, my Lord, before it’s too late.’

The light pulsed brighter for a second, then shot through the air towards the Emperor. It struck Guilliam’s eyes and entered him, disappearing in a flash. The Emperor stood motionless for a second, then toppled like a felled tree onto the floor of the chamber.

Arnault got to his feet. He glanced up at the large cracks in the ceiling, and dusted his robes down. He gazed around at the wreckage. The wardens who had survived the earthquake were picking through the debris, keeping their distance from Arnault and the body of the fallen Emperor.

Shella glanced up at Benel’s lifeless body hanging from the pillar. She shuddered, her eyes closing as the exhaustion and pain became too much to bear.

A scream pierced the chamber, so loud it hurt Shella’s ears. She forced her eyes back open. In the centre of the room, the Emperor’s body was writhing. His limbs jerked and twisted and his skin pulsated as if his body were about to explode. His eyes bulged, and the cry of agony coming from his lips filled the chamber.

The wardens cowered back in terror as the Emperor struggled upright, rising to his feet. The convulsions affecting his body slowed and halted. He had retained the form and appearance of the Emperor, but to Shella he seemed taller, stronger, and more beautiful than Guilliam had been.

He opened his eyes
.

‘My Lord,’ Arnault bowed, his hands shaking. ‘I am humbled in your presence.’

‘Twice now you have failed me,’ came a voice from the being, one that commanded attention. Shella stared as the last of her strength ebbed away.

‘I should be free, but instead I inhabit this mortal form,’ the being said. He looked down at his body, the royal robes hanging from him in tatters. He lifted a hand, gazed at it, and made a fist.

‘I am truly sorry, my Lord,’ Arnault said, getting down onto his knees as a rumble from far above shook the chamber. ‘It won’t happen again.’

A look of rage passed over the being’s face.

At the back of the chamber, the remaining wardens edged forwards. Some flung themselves to their knees, while others stared open-mouthed.

The being inside the Emperor’s body smiled, and swept his hand across the room, killing every warden in an instant, their eyes bursting from their faces in a shower of blood as they fell to the floor. The being turned to Arnault.

‘Perhaps it would be better if only you and I know what happened here.’

The Lord Vicar stared at the dead wardens lying sprawled amid the debris.

‘You will gather more mages,’ the being said, ‘for we must try again. But before that, I have the firewitch and her army to deal with.’

The being strode towards the shattered doors of the chamber, the Lord Vicar hurrying to keep up, and Shella closed her eyes.
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Daphne slowed the stallion to a walk as the lights of the settlement grew closer. Two hours of hard riding had carried her to within a few miles of the entrance to the Great Tunnel through the Grey Mountains.

She patted the animal’s steaming flank. She should think of a name, she thought, then tried to dismiss the idea, as she had no way of knowing how long the stallion would be with her. She should try not to get too attached, though she was starting to nurse a dream that involved riding all the way to Kellach Brigdomin.

Karalyn would enjoy learning to ride him, she thought, then she remembered the look on Killop’s face as he had watched her leave, and her smile faded. A low dread was building within her, one that she had been feeling ever since they had decided to travel to the haven at Domm. She had tried to ignore it, but it was eating away at her nerves. She had allowed some of her anger to escape earlier that evening, when she had taken the horse and ridden away from the clan convoy, but despite the joy at being back on the stallion, her anger remained.

She didn’t want to go to Kellach Brigdomin. The idea of spending the rest of her life on a rain and wind-ravaged rock at the other end of 
the world from the Holdings fuelled the simmering dread in her guts. But she had promised, just as she had promised to hunt down Douanna.

She pulled on the reins and brought the stallion to a halt on the road. It was around midnight, and the route through Tahrana Valley was quiet. The seven stars shone overhead through a break in the clouds, and Daphne gazed at the settlement spreading out before her. It looked unplanned, with streets and rows of houses built at odd angles on either side on the main road that went towards the tunnel. Along the side of the cliff, houses were piled up in tiers, then the settlement levelled out as it sprawled across the valley floor.

A fort had been constructed around the tunnel entrance at the far end of the road, and lamps were strung along the length of the wide street, lighting the way.

Daphne kicked her heels and the stallion set off at a slow trot.

She pulled her hood over her head as they passed the first houses of the town. No one was on the street, though up ahead she could hear the sound of taverns and workshops. After passing a long row of houses, the land on the left of the street opened up and Daphne saw a large area of pasture, where dozens of gaien had been corralled. In the corner was a small paddock with a collection of horses.

Daphne directed the stallion along the side of the fence that enclosed the gaien herd. Most were sleeping on their feet, while a couple grazed in the lamplight. As she approached a small hut, an old Rahain woman dressed in the black tunic of an ex-slave came out, carrying a lamp. Daphne dismounted, and walked the stallion to meet her.

‘Selling?’ asked the old woman.

‘No, just looking for somewhere to leave him for a few hours. I have some business I need to conduct.’

The Rahain woman peered at Daphne in the lamplight. ‘What kind of business?’

‘Hunting Old Free.’

The old woman nodded
.

‘You can leave the beast here until dawn. After that, if he’s still there, it’s five sovereigns a day.’

Daphne nodded. They led the stallion to the horse paddock, where Daphne and the old woman removed the saddle and harness, and hung them in a shed next to the gate. The horse looked at her with his big eyes and she fought the desire to remount, and ride back to Killop and Karalyn.

She turned and walked out of the enclosure, leaving the old woman to attach the feeding bag. She lit a cigarette and tried to focus. She needed to find Douanna. She reached the main road and turned towards the fort marking the entrance to the tunnel. As she got closer, the sounds of the town’s nightlife grew louder. Rahain voices laughed and shouted into the dark sky. Ahead, Daphne could see a queue of wagons lined up before the gates of the fort. The soldiers at the entrance were examining each as they passed, though their searches appeared cursory.

She pulled on a thread of battle-vision and scanned the dozen or so wagons in line. She blinked. None of them were the same as the one she had seen in the memories of the Rahain that Laodoc had brought to her. She stubbed out her cigarette and leaned back against the wall of a closed shop. The nearest high point was the turret at the front of the fort’s gatehouse, so she shot her vision up to it, and gazed down over the settlement for a few moments.

It was big, much bigger than she had remembered. Assuming that Douanna had not already passed through the tunnel, it would take her hours to search, even with her vision powers. And if Douanna had changed wagons, then she could be looking for days.

She spotted a tavern with outside tables on the left hand side of the main street, twenty yards ahead of her. From there she would be able to keep a watch on the wagons that joined the queue for the tunnel. She walked down the road to the tavern, and took a spare seat at a busy table, sitting with her back to the wall.

The six Rahain at the table glanced over at her.

‘Do you mind if I rest here?’ she said
.

The Rahain shrugged, and resumed talking among themselves.

A serving man caught her eye.

‘Ale, please.’

‘The Kellach stuff?’ the man asked.

Daphne nodded, and the man took a note on his pad and moved on.

‘You been here before?’ said a woman sitting across from her.

‘Once. On the way here.’

‘You part of the alliance forces?’

She shook her head. ‘Are these gates always busy? It’s past midnight, and there are a dozen wagons lined up to go through.’

The woman nodded as she drank from a mug. ‘You should see it in the daytime. The queues are a mile long, stretching right out of town. That’s why some go through at night, it’s a lot quicker.’

Daphne waited while the serving man put down a mug of ale on the table before her. She picked it up and took a sip as the man scribbled in his pad and walked off.

‘You can’t get many priests around here,’ she said.

The woman opposite her frowned, and the others at the table turned to look.

Daphne raised her mug. ‘You’re still allowed to drink, aren’t you?’

‘For now,’ said a man to her left.

‘Are you from the One True Path?’ asked the woman.

Daphne laughed. ‘No.’

The woman nodded. ‘Now don’t get me wrong, I worship the Creator like everyone else, it’s only that we needed a break from Tahrana City, and we knew you could still get a drink up here. Besides, we’ve all been called up. Again. Have to report in a couple of day’s time.’

‘What for?’

‘Governor Ghorley’s orders,’ the man said. ‘He said that the lands of the central highlands were now secure, and that the next objective was to put down an Old Free rebellion in Jade Falls.’

‘You’re going west? In the next few days?’

The Rahain glanced at each other.

‘You’re a bit nosey, aren’t you?’ the man said
.

‘Come on,’ said the woman. ‘No Holdings would work for the Old Free.’

‘Have you seen any?’ Daphne asked.

‘Any who?’

‘Old Free. I’m hunting one.’

The woman raised an eyebrow.

‘Nope,’ said the Rahain man. ‘Not seen any Old Free. There’s always peasants passing through, them that can’t bear the thought that we’re free, and their equals. There’s never any trouble though, we’re happy to see them leave Rahain.’

‘Any this evening?’

He shook his head. ‘Don’t think so. None that stood out anyway.’

‘Is there a place in town where they gather?’

‘By the east well,’ the man said, ‘though I wouldn’t go out there. They’d cut your throat as soon as look at you.’

She pointed across the street. ‘That way, I assume?’

‘Yes,’ the woman said. ‘Follow that road, then turn left at the market stalls. The east well is straight ahead.’

Daphne finished her ale.

‘Thanks.’ She got to her feet and threw down a few coins. ‘Get yourselves one on me.’

The Rahain at the table grinned, and turned to watch her go.




[image: ]








Forty minutes later, Daphne lay upon the roof of a three-storey tenement block overlooking the east well. The circular stone-rimmed structure sat in the centre of a cluster of streets, with five separate ways leading off. The small square in the middle was filled with late-night taverns and bars, packed with brown-robed Rahain peasants. Daphne had seen a few fights break out among them, as frustrations boiled over. Wagons and carts lined the narrow streets, some closed up with shutters and locks, while others had Rahain sitting up on them, arguing politics and discussing their impending exile
.

Daphne had noted the locations of several other wagons, parked in the back yards or side alleys of the peasant quarter. Of these, she was focussing on one in a small courtyard down to her right. It had been covered in a large canvas, but was the right shape. None of the others fitted the memory she had seen, and she was starting to believe she was too late, and Douanna had already fled through the tunnel.

She needed to be sure, and so kept a watch on the courtyard. A group of drunken peasants were close by, staggering down the alley where the covered wagon was parked. They stopped to urinate against a wall, laughing and calling out to each other.

A woman emerged from a nearby building.

‘Hey,’ she shouted. ‘Don’t piss on my fucking wagon.’

A man turned, laughing, an arc of urine curving through the air.

‘I’ll piss on you,’ he cried, then fell over. His friends yelled as the spray hit them.

‘Go on, get out of here,’ the woman shouted, shooing them away. The man pulled up his tunic as his friends hauled him to his feet, and the group shambled off.

Daphne caught a glimpse of the woman’s face as she turned back towards the building.

It was one of the servants from Douanna’s group that she had seen in the vision.

Daphne smiled. She wasn’t too late.

She shifted her weight to compensate for the steep angle of the roof, and crawled to the edge of the building. She examined the windows of the tenement that the woman had re-entered. Most were shuttered or draped with heavy curtains, leaving no gap for her to penetrate the interior. She gazed down at the door and located the keyhole.

She sent a trace of vision to the cobbled street, then directed it up at the door, passing straight through the narrow slit. Inside was a cramped entrance hall, piled high with luggage and crates of supplies. Against a wall, three Rahain sat at a table, talking in low voices. One of them was gazing in the direction of the door, so Daphne aimed her vision at his eyes and passed into his mind, where she remained silent
.

‘Thanks for the help out there, guys,’ the woman was saying to the two men. ‘Next time a bunch of drunks come stumbling by, you can bloody well deal with them.’

The two men smiled at each other.

‘We knew you could handle it,’ said the man whose mind Daphne had entered.

‘We had complete faith in you,’ said the other, sipping from a cup of wine.

The woman scowled at them. ‘We’re just lucky they didn’t wake up you-know-who. She’s in a foul enough mood as it is. The last thing we need is her screaming at us about her sleep getting disturbed.’

‘It’s just as well we’re getting paid a small fortune for this job,’ said the other man. ‘I’m starting to hate the bitch.’

‘You got that right,’ said the man Daphne had linked to. ‘I can handle guarding her, but her temper’s out of control. She speaks to us like we’re shit.’

‘It’s not for much longer,’ said the woman. ‘Be patient, guys. Just think of what we’ll be able to do when she pays us.’

‘If she pays us,’ the man said. ‘I think she’s cracked. Maybe she’s been lying to us about how much gold she has.’

‘She’s cracked all right,’ said the other man, ‘but let’s face it, if she’s lying then we can always hand her over to the New Free. They’re bound to give us something for her.’

‘Think very carefully before you say anything else,’ said a voice from the corner of the room.

The three Rahain turned to see another man standing by a doorway, a flight of stairs leading up behind him.

Daphne felt fear rush through the mind of the man she was linked to. She looked out from his eyes at the man who had arrived, recognising him.

‘Jaioun,’ cried the woman. ‘We didn’t see you there.’

The man smirked. ‘That’s clear. I doubt you’d be speaking treachery against her ladyship if you knew I was standing here listening.
’

He walked over to the table, and the three Rahain shrank back in their seats.

‘So,’ he said, ‘which one of you little cowards has got any more suggestions?’

The three others remained silent, lowering their eyes.

‘Thought so,’ said Jaioun. He picked up the jug of wine from the table and took a long gulp. He placed it back down, and shook his head at the three others.

‘Get to bed soon,’ he said. ‘We have a long journey tomorrow.’

He walked to the door and began to climb the stairs.

Daphne pulled her vision back from the Rahain man’s mind, and followed Jaioun. He reached the first floor landing and put his hand on the door.

Daphne cried out as her vision powers failed. Her legs flailed on the roof tiles and she slipped, tumbling over the edge. She dropped through the air, falling three storeys, and landed on the cobbles next to the covered wagon, her right leg snapping above the ankle. She rolled over, winded, her mouth open in a silent cry. She tried to draw on her battle-vision, but there was nothing to pull on, and an empty void was in the place of her reserves of power.

A pulse of panic surged through her.

Where were her powers?

The door to the building opened and the woman came out.

‘Who’s making that bleeding racket?’ she shouted, then looked down and saw the Holdings woman writhing in agony.

‘Yikes,’ she said. ‘Guys… come and see this.’

Daphne tried to focus her eyes, but the pain in her lower leg was blinding. The fingers on her right hand clutched at the wound. A bone had broken above her ankle, sending spikes of agony shooting up her body.

‘Quick,’ said one of the Rahain men. ‘Get her indoors. Her ladyship’s going to want to know about this.’

‘Well I ain’t touching her,’ said the woman
.

‘Fuck it, I’ll do it. Imagine the grin on Douanna’s face when she sees who’ve we got.’

The man leaned over, and Daphne struck out with her right fist, punching him on the chin and sending him falling backwards.

‘Shit,’ the woman cried. ‘She’s still dangerous.’

The other man pulled a short club from his belt.

‘Not for long.’




[image: ]








Daphne came to with a new pain to match the one in her right leg. The back of her head throbbed as she tried to open her eyes, and she could taste blood in her mouth. Her body was seated upright, but her arms had been tied behind her. Her left leg had been bound to the chair, and her right foot hung limp.

‘Well, this is a surprise,’ she heard a voice say. ‘Coming to kill me, were you? I must say, I thought I’d trained you better than that. To allow yourself to be captured by those hired fools? I mean, really. I might laugh, had my life not fallen to ruins about me.’

Daphne opened her eyes.

Douanna stood before her, a long black robe over her shoulders and a cold smile on her lips. Jaioun stood to her side, his arms folded.

‘Whatever shall I do with you?’ Douanna said. ‘I confess that my first instinct is to torture you to death, slowly over a couple of days, then chop you up into small pieces and bury you in the cellar.’

She smirked, but Daphne said nothing.

‘Alas my dear,’ Douanna went on, ‘I simply don’t have the time. And, more importantly, you’re worth nothing to me dead. I understand the One True Path in Rainsby would pay good money to get their hands on you. Or maybe I could use you as a hostage, to buy me safe passage to Plateau City, where I could present you to the Emperor in exchange for my life.’

She paused. ‘Which of those would you prefer? Jaioun here disagrees 
with me over this, but his imagination has always been somewhat limited. He thinks we should simply cut your throat and move on. After all, the Severed Clan is nearby, and most likely won’t look too kindly upon me for making off with the chief’s woman. You are still his woman, aren’t you?’

‘My lady,’ Jaioun said, ‘we should hurry. Let’s kill her and get out of here.’

Douanna frowned. ‘You’re not thinking ahead. Fate has delivered us a gift, and you want to throw it away? No. We keep to our plan except for two points. First, we’ll secure Miss Holdfast and get her and the rest of our things loaded onto the wagon. And second, we leave now. The queue at the gates will be short, and I’ll only have to share my hiding space with her until we’re past the fort.’

Jaioun sighed. ‘Very well, my lady. I’ll get the others to start loading the wagon.’

He turned and left the room.

‘Did you see what I did there?’ Douanna said. ‘I just saved your life. Well, prolonged it at least.’

Daphne tried to draw on her battle-vision, focussing her mind despite the excruciating pain coursing through her. She remembered her terror at finding her reserves empty when she had fallen from the roof, but persisted.

Something was there, a trace, a small amount of her power, not enough to use, but still she wept in relief. She could feel it growing at a gradual and slow pace, but anything was better than the void she had felt before.

‘Tears?’ said Douanna, raising an eyebrow. ‘Realising the error of your ways at last? Or has it just dawned on you that the rest of your life will be painful and short, and that you’ll never see your daughter again?’

Daphne remained silent.

Douanna tapped her foot. ‘Too injured to talk, eh?’ she sneered, her eyes full of bitterness. ‘You do look a little worse for wear. That leg is certainly broken, and my guards may have acted a little over-enthusiastically when they bashed you on the head. And your poor old left arm, 
crippled and useless, what a dreadful shame. Nice to see you kept the armour I gave you. Very expensive it was too, I’ll be sure to remove it before I sell you.’

Her tongue flickered. ‘Right,’ she said, reaching into her purse and taking out a weedstick. ‘Some of this should loosen you up.’

She lit the stick, and placed it on Daphne’s lips.

Daphne inhaled with a hunger, feeling the keenweed and dullweed mixture hit her within seconds. Her pain faded away, and she panted in relief.

‘Good old Sanang, eh?’ Douanna smirked. ‘Where would we be without their narcotics? Whatever ails you, they’ve got a cure. And now it looks like they might be the rulers of the world by the time we get to the Plateau. Their army must be reaching the imperial capital about now. I might be greeting Empress Keira Kill-Kill for all I know.’

Daphne kept all emotion from her face, but her heart stirred at the words. Keira?

‘A mad fire mage on the throne of the world, imagine that!’ Douanna laughed. ‘You know, I still remember the day I discovered she was Killop’s sister. Your face when I told you! Happy memories of a happy time.’

‘I feel sorry for you.’

Douanna’s face turned red.

Jaioun opened the door.

‘The wagon’s ready, my lady.’

‘Excellent,’ she said, recovering her poise. ‘Please come in. I need you to prepare fate’s gift for her journey. Make sure you tie her up nice and tight. Oh, and knock her out first, would you?’

Jaioun sighed and rubbed his knuckles.
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Daphne pulled free of her unconscious body, the dream skills she had learned from Kalayne unaffected by the loss of her other powers. She looked down on the wagon as it was pulled along the cobbled streets of 
the settlement towards the fort. Her body was in the hidden compartment beneath the floorboards next to Douanna. She had been bound up like a parcel, with a bag over her head, but Jaioun had also set her lower right leg, attaching a splint and bandaging it up.

She looked out over the town. The queue at the gates of the fort was small, and moving. Once they got in line, she estimated that they would be through in under an hour.

She turned to the west, and soared, flying over the miles between the tunnel and the fords where the Severed Clan were due to make camp. The long hours of practice she had undertaken in the Rahain Capital, when she had been covering the distance to Slateford, now made the trip to the river seem easy, as if her dream powers had no connection to her physical health, or her inability to use her innate vision skills.

The fords glittered as she approached, and she hastened over them and beyond, scanning the roadside for signs of a camp. She found it, sprawling a few miles to the west, a mass of wagons. A few fires still burned, but the majority of the camp was dark and silent.

As she began her search of the wagons, a voice cried out. Her daughter had found her.

Karalyn’s dreaming mind rushed up from the camp and intertwined with Daphne’s thoughts. The child sensed her mother’s fear, despite her attempts to hide it, and Karalyn dragged Daphne’s mind down to the tent where her body lay in a cot next to Killop’s bed. Together, they entered his mind.


Daphne,
 he said, his own dreams interrupted. What’s happened? Are you all right?


She felt his love envelop her, and she held onto the embrace for as long as she was able. The pain in her body was causing it to awaken, and she knew she would be pulled back soon.


Killop,
 she said, I lost my powers, and Douanna captured me.


Where are you?

Close to the tunnel entrance.

I’m coming for you
.

Her body shuddered and she opened her eyes, gritting her teeth in agony. She felt for her battle-vision, and found it. The reserve was small, but she was able to draw enough to take the edge off the pain.

She had been gagged, and the rough cloth was cutting into the sides of her mouth. She gasped for air in the dark, close compartment.

‘Oh, do be quiet,’ Douanna whispered. ‘I’m trying to get some sleep. Really, you can be so selfish at times.’
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The domes and spires of the imperial capital were swathed in smoke and flames. The clouds above were reflecting the glow of the burning city, and the night sky was lit up as if it were day. Keira had sent fireball after fireball over the walls, aiming for the palace complex and the area around the cathedral. Agang followed the firewitch as she made her tour along the northern side of the city walls. Flora went with him, cradling her crossbow, but her attention, like everyone else’s, was on the flames.

The ranks of Sanang troops lined up in front of the walls stood back and watched as Keira pounded the city. A tower toppled, and crashed into the enormous silver dome of the palace, rending a great breach in the stonework. Flames roared up through the hole in the dome, consuming the interior of the massive building.

‘That’s the palace fucked,’ Flora muttered.

‘And the fires are spreading,’ Agang said.

Leah approached. ‘You seen Kylon?’

Flora shook her head
.

‘Not for a while now,’ Agang said. ‘Not since the firewitch started the attack.’

Leah frowned at him. ‘I’m still uneasy with you just walking around.’

‘The firewitch said it was fine,’ Agang said, ‘and Flora’s guarding me.’

The Holdings woman shrugged, and they turned back to gaze at the city.

A few yards ahead of them stood Keira, Fern by her side. The firewitch was flicking her right hand every few seconds, sending more fireballs from the nearby bonfires on their trajectories into the city.

‘There’s no doubt she can put on a show,’ Leah said.

‘And she’s kept her attacks to this side of the city,’ Agang said. ‘From what I remember of the layout, only the palace and cathedral are in this quarter. She’s not been hitting the main civilian areas.’

‘I wouldn’t get your hopes up,’ Leah said. ‘At some point, Keira’s going to have to break into the city. The Sanang will rush in, and what do you think will happen next?’

Flora shuddered.

Leah gazed about. ‘Where is that arsehole Kylon? This is not the time to be wandering off.’

Agang shook his head as he stared at the burning city. So much waste. He caught B’Dang out of the corner of his eye and tensed. The warlord was striding towards them, leading a small group of officers.

‘How long’s this going to take?’ he said to Leah, ignoring Agang. ‘The boys are getting restless.’

Leah shrugged. ‘Go ask her.’

B’Dang frowned, and turned to face the firewitch. With the eyes of his officers upon him, he began walking towards her.

As he approached, Fern tugged on Keira’s sleeve. The firewitch turned, and gave B’Dang a look of contempt, a smirk on her lips.

‘Aye?’ she said, lowering her arms. She took an offered bottle of wine from Fern and gulped down half of it. ‘You want something?
’

‘A hole in the wall would be nice,’ B’Dang said. ‘The boys are all ready, just get us into the city and we’ll do the rest.’

Keira stretched her shoulders and gazed at the flames rising into the night sky. The northern quarter of the city was engulfed in a raging conflagration and smoke was belching up from behind the walls in thick, black clouds.

She turned to face Leah.

‘Where’s Kylon?’

‘Fucked if I know, boss.’

‘Fair enough,’ she said. ‘I did tell him to fuck off.’ She frowned at B’Dang. ‘Let’s get this done, but not here.’

She nodded to Fern, and began walking east towards the corner where the wall turned south. The entire company of guards that were encircling the firewitch also began moving, keeping Keira and the others in the centre.

The firewitch walked for several minutes, passing the corner tower, and continuing south until she reached a section of the wall where the city wasn’t burning. She halted close to a bonfire, and the guards formed a wide circle around her and the others, their shields facing out.

‘We’ll do it here,’ she said. ‘No point being subtle about this one.’

She reached up with both hands and an enormous, surging mass of fire lifted into the air, leaving nothing behind but a pile of ashes where the bonfire had been. She grunted as she compressed the great mass of fire into a white-hot ball the size of a wagon. She heaved it at the walls, striking a section halfway between two towers. The wall exploded in a crescendo of fire and deafening noise, flinging huge blocks of masonry into the air. Some crashed back into the city, while others landed in the muddy earth between the ranks of Sanang warriors and the gaping breach in the wall.

The army let out a roar of triumph.

The ground began to shake. A violent tremor shook the earth, sending warriors falling all around. Agang flew forwards, his left knee hitting a rock as he landed. He cried out in pain, and held on to his leg as the ground rolled and jerked
.

Agang stared at his knee, unable to comprehend what was happening. He was feeling pain, and blood was flowing from the inch-long gouge out of his flesh.

Why wasn’t he healing?

Leah grabbed him by the shoulders and hauled him to his feet as the ground stilled. He staggered, clutching his knee.

‘What the fuck’s the matter with you?’ she said. ‘That’s barely a graze.’

He glanced up, trying to stand, but his mind was panicking. Around them, the warriors of the Sanang army were getting back on their feet.

‘Was that an earthquake?’ he muttered.

‘See?’ Flora said to Leah. ‘I told you he was clever.’

‘Maybe there’s a Rahain mage working for the Emperor,’ Leah said. ‘Crazier things have happened.’

B’Dang walked out towards the gap in the wall. Rubble was piled high in places, but the breach was wide. Beyond, the streets and houses of the city lay waiting.

The warlord puffed out his chest.

‘I am B’Dang D’Bang,’ he crowed. ‘Tonight, I will do what that coward Agang Garo was too weak to do. This city is ours!’

He drew his sword and the army roared. He raised it high, and they charged.

Agang staggered forward to watch, his mouth open. The warriors surged towards the gap, clambering over the strewn debris and racing into the streets on the other side. Thousands were gathering at the breach, ready to pass through.

Keira approached Leah and the others, Fern by her side. The firewitch was gazing at her hands, a strange smile on her lips.

‘My job’s done,’ she said. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

‘You’re not staying?’ said Agang.

She snorted. ‘What would be the fucking point?’

‘You could be empress. You could rule the world.’

‘Why the fuck would I want to do that?’

She began walking back through the mass of gathered Sanang. 
Groups of them were peeling off from other sections of the wall to join the crowd waiting to pass through the breach. The ring of guards kept the area around Keira clear, and they moved up the bank, away from the walls.

Keira halted at the brow of the old earthen bank, and turned to gaze over the city.

‘That earthquake,’ Agang whispered to her, ‘it felt strange. Did you feel anything?’

She frowned at him. ‘I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.’

Agang nodded and looked away. His knee felt like it was on fire. Was this what being injured felt like? He realised that he had never appreciated what others being in pain meant, and if Leah was right, and he had only received a scratch, then he couldn’t begin to imagine how a serious wound would feel. True, he had been injured in the past, when he had suppressed his powers and endured a beating rather than reveal what he could do, but even then he had been blocking the pain, and had healed himself as soon as it had been safe to do so.

He forced back tears. Since his teens he had relied on his inner powers, and kept them secret from every living soul, and now they were gone.

‘Over there, boss,’ Leah said, pointing up at the battlements next to the breach in the wall. A group of crossbow-armed imperial soldiers had assembled, and were shooting down into the mass of Sanang as they entered the city. ‘That lot could probably do with getting a few bolts of fire shoved up their arses.’

Keira scowled. ‘Nah. As I said, I’ve done my bit. It’s up to them now.’

Leah’s eyes narrowed. ‘Eh?’

‘What’s the matter with you?’ Keira snapped. ‘You gone deaf?’

‘No, boss, I heard you.’

‘We’ll wait until most of the Sanang boys are through the wall,’ Keira said, ‘and then we’ll be off.’

No one spoke. Agang gazed at the city. The flames from the northern quarter were spreading south into the main residential areas 
and were edging in the direction of the markets beneath the walls of the Old Town. Above the roar of the fires, the sound of screaming and steel striking steel echoed across to the bank where they stood.

At the breach thousands of Sanang were still waiting to pass through, pushing and shoving each other to reach the city. Agang noticed the pressure change in the mass of warriors making their way through the gap, as if the way ahead was becoming blocked. The warriors compressed into a tighter mass as they strained to pass the breach.

‘What the fuck’s going on?’ Leah said. ‘Why are they stopping?’

‘Maybe the city’s putting up more resistance than we expected,’ Flora said. ‘And all those Kellach in there. They won’t go down without a fight.’

The Sanang gathered outside were still pushing forwards, but all motion at the breach had come to a halt. In the distance, Agang could see the streets behind the breach were blocked with Sanang warriors, unable to move in either direction. A roar of flames burst up from a few streets away, arced through the air, and rained down on the warriors caught in the tight press, sending them alight, amid screams and panic.

Agang’s mouth fell open.

The Sanang in the middle of the breach were trapped between the masses still trying to enter the city, and the warriors fleeing from the fire-rain in the streets beyond. The crush in the centre grew, and warriors slipped to the ground, or died where they stood, their chests collapsing under the tremendous weight of flesh.

The intensity of the fire-rain increased, lighting up the entire street beyond the breach, now packed with burning warriors.

‘Have they got a fucking fire mage?’ Flora asked, her eyes wild. ‘How are they doing that?’

‘Where the fuck is Kylon?’ Leah muttered, her eyes dark. ‘Boss, what’ll we do?’

Keira said nothing.

The Sanang pushing towards the breach began to realise what was happening on the other side of the wall, and the pressure lessened as 
they pulled back, streaming up the bank. Many stared at Keira, imploring her to help them.

A chant of ‘kill-kill’ filled the night air, a hundred thousand voices taking up the refrain.

The firewitch stood on the bank, her face impassive.

‘Boss?’ said Leah.

‘Look out!’ cried Flora, as a rock-shaped missile flew through the air from the battlements, heading right for them. Agang jumped to the side, his knee throbbing as the object landed and bounced along the ground.

It was the head of B’Dang D’Bang.

Smoke was rising from the black holes where his eye sockets had been, and his mouth was twisted in a grimace of agony.

One of yours I believe, fire mage.

Agang stumbled, the voice in his head thundering out the words. He glanced up at the others on the bank. Flora had fallen to her knees, her hands over her ears, while Fern was crouching by Keira’s side, weeping. Leah’s face was shining in the reflected glow of the burning city. Her eyes looked like she knew the end had come.

Only the firewitch seemed unaffected. She was upright, standing with her head high.

‘He was an arsehole anyway,’ she said, staring towards the city.

Agang followed her eyes, and saw a man standing up on the battlements.

‘Who’s that?’

‘The fucking Emperor,’ Leah said.

‘What?’ he said. ‘Guilliam?’


You have been a nuisance, fire mage,
 the voice hammered in their heads.

‘I did my fucking best.’

Now watch as I destroy your army.

Agang stared at the figure on the battlements. Could it really be the Emperor? The man raised his right arm, and held it out to the south, towards the small river that ran through the city
.

He started to move his arm to the left in a slow gesture, and the land under the Sanang warriors buckled at the far end of their ranks, as if a giant plough was scraping through the earth upon which they stood. Rocks, soil, grass, all were churned up at lightning speed. The warriors in its path were thrown into the air like toys, ripped apart by the force of the attack. The land rose up, consuming line after line of the Sanang army, and heading towards the huge mass of warriors by the breach, who stood transfixed.

The force unleashed by the figure on the battlements halted before the breach and the land stilled. For over four hundred yards to the south, a swathe of ground fifty yards wide had been turned over, and no warrior who had been there had survived.

The Sanang warriors by the breach stared in silence at the devastation. Someone broke, and began running north, and within seconds hundreds, then thousands, turned to flee. The protective circle of guards around the firewitch contracted under the pressure, and pulled in to a few yards from where Keira was standing.

Look at them run, how pathetic.

The figure on the battlements raised his arm again, then swept it out towards the great mass of warriors stampeding from the breach. At once the heads of the warriors started to explode in a burst of scalp, skull and brain matter. It began with those closest to the walls, then spread through the screaming press of panicking warriors.

Agang crouched down and put his arms over his head as the gore splattered over them. Hundreds were falling, thousands, and decapitated bodies stumbled on before falling, adding to the heaps of headless corpses piling up on the bank. On and on it went, reaching north to find any who had fled that far, until every warrior outside the city was lying dead, their heads missing. Every surface was coated in a thick red layer of blood and bone fragments.

Agang stayed crouched, trembling and panting for breath. He closed his eyes and waited for death.

The voice laughed.

Look at your army now
.

Agang opened his eyes. Apart from him, only Keira, Fern, Leah and Flora were still alive. The tight ring of guards was clustered headless around them. Flora was shaking and weeping, while Leah had her head in her hands. Fern had buried her face in Keira’s cloak, kneeling beside her.

The firewitch was standing in the same position as Agang had last seen her. She was covered in blood, from her hair to her boots, but her defiant expression remained.

Agang stumbled to his feet.

‘Who are you?’ he cried.

I am the Holder of the world.

The figure raised his hand again, and a sleek arrow of fire rose up from the burning city. It shot down towards Keira.

Leah pushed the firewitch out of the way as the fiery bolt neared, and it struck her in the chest and disappeared. For a moment Leah stood there, staring down at her body, then flames rose up from her mouth, and she screamed. Her eyes melted as a stream of fire rolled down her cheeks and she sank to her knees, then slumped onto the ground, her body smoking and smouldering.

Agang, Flora and Fern drew closer to the firewitch, who was gazing down at Leah’s body.

‘Save us, Keira,’ Flora cried, her hands trembling as she crouched by the firewitch’s knee.

‘She can’t,’ Agang yelled. ‘She lost her powers in the earthquake.’

‘What?’ Flora said, her mouth opening.

‘Shut the fuck up,’ Keira said. ‘Look at the three of ye. Cowering and skulking about won’t save yer arses. That prick up there on the walls is going to kill us. You could at least meet death with a bit of fucking dignity.’

Agang felt shame bite him, but his fear was greater, and he stayed where he was, crouching by Keira’s legs next to Flora and Fern as if they were her children. Amid his panic, he noticed that the pain in his knee had disappeared. He glanced up at Keira
.

‘Come on then, ya fanny,’ the firewitch cried. ‘Or if ye don’t, I’ll fucking well come up there and…’

Keira choked and put a hand to her throat. Her eyes rolled up into her head and she fell forward, landing face down onto the bodies of dead Sanang.

Fern screamed, and ran to Keira, but before she got there, the figure on the battlements flicked his hand, and she, Flora and Agang fell, their hearts stopped.

Agang toppled to the ground, his conscious mind in a panic, but his body unresponsive. He lay on the blood-soaked earth, his mouth open, gasping for air. His eyes began to close.

The power within him rose, the power he had known since his teens, the power that had kept him alive countless times since then. His heart beat again, and he took a breath as his life force re-awakened.

He struggled to his knees, and glanced up. The figure on the battlements had gone. Behind the walls, the fires raged on, burning the city, while the heaped piles of headless Sanang carpeted the ground before the battlements.

He crawled over to Keira, and knelt by her body. She looked at peace.

She had been dead for a bare minute or two, but he knew he had to act quickly. Yet still he hesitated. What good would it do? He should conserve his strength, and run back to Sanang, leave this charnel house behind and hide somewhere deep in the forest. And yet.

Kalayne had said that only she could save the world.

He placed his hands on the sides of her head, and focussed. He had only attempted this twice before in his life. The first time had been a disaster, but the second had worked. He calmed his breathing and felt within her, searching through the lifeless nerves and veins. His power entered her heart and he sent a part of his own life into her.

Her heart started beating. He returned his focus to her head, coaxing the air and blood back. He sensed it circulate again, warming her, and bringing life back to every part of her body.

She gasped and shuddered, and Agang withdrew his hands
.

Keira opened her eyes and stared at him. She retched, rolled over onto her knees, and vomited over the bloody earth.

Agang tried to get up, but stumbled over the body of a woman.

It was Flora. He gazed at her face, the white paint smeared red with blood. He was exhausted, but had to try. He leaned over, and placed his hands on the Holdings woman’s head. He controlled his breathing, despite the fear and fatigue coursing through him.

Her heart had been stopped for longer than Keira’s, but he could sense no major damage to any of her organs. He fired up her heart with a burst of energy that almost drained him, and he nearly lost his grip on her head.

He clenched his eyes shut, and urged himself to keep going, pulling air into her lungs, and driving blood to every tip of her body.

He blacked out and collapsed to the ground.

His head was lifted, and he awoke as a skin of wine was placed against his lips. He opened his eyes and saw Keira sitting before him, silhouetted in the darkness against the burning city.

‘Is that what you did to me?’ she said.

He gasped, too weak to speak.

‘What you did to Flora,’ Keira went on, glancing at the Holdings woman, who was crouching low next to her, vomit mixed with blood trailing down the front of her leather armour. ‘You did the same to me? You brought us back?’

Agang nodded.

‘Can you do the same for Fern?’

Agang glanced over at the body of the young Sanang woman lying a few yards away.

‘I’ll try.’

He crawled over to Fern, his head spinning, as Keira and Flora followed. He sat by her head, and placed his hands on the girl’s temples. At once he pulled back, flinching. He glanced over at Keira and shook his head.

‘Why not?’ she said. ‘You run out of power?
’

‘I have enough,’ he said, ‘but it’s too late. It’s been too long, her brain… it’s too late.’

‘Can you not fucking try, but?’

‘I could,’ he said. ‘I could restart her heart, and give her life, but she… she won’t be the same. Her eyes will open, but she’ll be empty on the inside. Believe me, you wouldn’t want to see her like that.’

Flora shuddered. ‘He’s a fucking soulwitch.’

‘And thank fuck for that,’ Keira said. She looked down at the young Sanang woman. ‘Sorry, ma wee Fern.’

She lit a weedstick and inhaled as she gazed around. The fires were still raging in the city, but the battlements were deserted, and the embankment sat in darkness.

She passed the weedstick to Agang. He took a draw and felt his energy levels return.

‘Come on,’ Keira said and, keeping low, she set off, clambering over the heaps of bodies. Flora and Agang followed, staying silent. It grew even darker on the other side of the raised bank, and they picked up their speed. Agang kept pace with the firewitch as she raced through the fields on the eastern side of the city. Flora started to lag behind and between them, Keira and Agang helped her along, until they reached a small patch of forest next to a stream a few miles from the city walls, just as the sky was beginning to lighten to the east. There they halted, and fell down onto the cold ground, a frost covering the hard earth.

Flora passed round a skin of water, and Keira lit another weedstick.

The Holdings woman wiped her face with a towel she had soaked in the stream, removing the white face-paint at the same time as the blood, and revealing her dark skin. She looked younger without the make-up, a young woman instead of the fearsome witch that had cowed the warriors of Sanang.

‘So all this fucking time,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘A soulwitch? Fucksake. You could have killed us any time you wanted.’

‘I wouldn’t have got far,’ he said. ‘Unlike Keira, I can only use my power on one person at a time, by physical contact. And, in Sanang all soulwitches are hunted down and killed.
’

‘Kalayne was right, then,’ Flora said. ‘Your secret came out anyway.’

He turned to Keira.

‘Have your powers returned?’

She took a long drag on the weedstick. ‘Aye.’

‘Then we should go back and fight.’

Keira snorted.

‘The old man was right all along,’ Agang said. ‘You were right. I was wrong. The church’s plan must have succeeded, and the Emperor has been given every type of mage power. Earthquakes, fires, the land chewed up, heads exploding, hearts stopping… His power’s unlimited.’

‘Which is exactly why I’m getting the fuck out of here.’

She spat on the ground.

He looked into her dark eyes.

‘What was it like being dead?’

‘I don’t remember.’

‘I’m not going back to the city,’ Flora said. ‘A few hours ago there were a hundred thousand Sanang warriors outside the walls, and now…?’ She shook her head. ‘The Emperor thinks I’m dead. He thinks we’re all dead. I’m going to crawl off somewhere, and hide. Forever.’

Agang bowed his head.

‘Look,’ said Keira, passing him the weedstick, ‘I’ve a feeling you might be a useful fucker to have around. You can go back to the city and fight if you want. Or, you can follow me.’

‘Where?’

‘The only place that’ll have me,’ she said. ‘Home.’
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Killop sent a spark from his fingers to the lamp on the bedside table, and the wick ignited. He rolled out of bed and glanced at Karalyn, who was standing up in her cot staring at him.

‘Mama?’

‘Aye, wee bear. We’ll find her.’

A wave of hope and fear from her washed over him. He stooped, and picked up his clothes from the floor. He pulled them on, then reached for the back of a chair where his leathers were hanging. He had said ‘we’ to Karalyn, but knew he should leave her with the clan while he searched for her mother. It would be too dangerous to…

The child’s anger surged through him, and he felt her in his head.

Karalyn go with dada. Karalyn find mama.

He realised that without her, he would have no way of knowing where Daphne was, but she might.

‘Aye, wee bear,’ he sighed, ‘you’re coming too.’

He strapped the sword to his belt and slung his shield over his shoulder. He packed a large bag with their things, and dressed Karalyn in warm clothes
.

‘Me do it,’ she squealed as he pulled a woollen hat over her ears.

‘I know, but we’re in a hurry.’

He shoved a few bottles of gin into the bag, picked up Karalyn and the lamp, and opened the tent door. They went out into the open air, and the guard on duty nodded to him.

‘Chief.’

Killop nodded back and walked to Bridget’s tent. He was impatient to be gone, but knew he had to tell someone.

He knocked. When there was no reply, he opened the flap and snuck in. Bridget and Bedig were lying asleep on a low mattress against the far wall, with trunks and cases piled up next to the bed.

Killop put the lamp down on a small table, as Karalyn wriggled in his arms.

‘Bridget,’ he called out.

She turned and stretched.

‘Bidgit,’ cried Karalyn.

She opened her eyes, blinking in the lamplight.

‘Killop?’ she frowned. ‘You’d better have a fucking good reason for interrupting my dream about the party we’re going to have when we get back to Domm. It was just getting interesting.’

‘Daphne’s in trouble.’

She sat up. She lifted Bedig’s arm off her waist and put it down by his side as he continued to sleep.

‘What time is it?’ she said, rubbing her eyes.

‘A few hours after midnight.’

‘I take it Daphne has sent you a message?’

‘Aye. Douanna captured her.’

‘Fuck.’

‘She said she lost her vision powers.’

Bridget raised an eyebrow. ‘Then how the fuck did she communicate with you?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘She wasn’t in my head for long, just a few moments.’

‘Where is she?
’

‘At the entrance to the Great Tunnel.’

Bridget sighed. ‘We should send a squad of Brynt’s militia after her.’

Killop said nothing.

‘Fucksake,’ she said, ‘the chief shouldn’t be doing this sort of work. You can’t be running off into the night, trying to be a hero. The clan needs you.’

‘We’ll be back soon.’

‘We?’

‘I’ll be taking Karalyn.’

‘No, you fucking won’t,’ Bridget said. ‘If you have to go, and I get it, she’s your woman and you feel it’s your duty and all that, then you’ll be taking a squad of the meanest bastards we’ve got, not a one-year-old bairn.’

‘I need her to find Daphne.’

‘No fucking way.’

‘I’m not going to argue with you,’ he said. ‘I need a wagon and four gaien, and I’m taking Karalyn. You can send along whoever you like as a guard or whatever, but if they slow me down I’ll leave them behind.’

She got out of bed, her long nightdress reaching the mats covering the ground.

‘It’s more complicated than that,’ she said. ‘I was up past midnight working, and heard the reports from the day scout when he came in. There’s word of a new army being mobilised in Tahrana City. They’re due to march in the direction of Jade Falls in a few days. If you go to the tunnel, then the army might be between you and the rest of the clan by the time you find Daphne. And what if Douanna’s already in the tunnel? The settlement at the entrance is about thirty-five miles from here. Say you leave right away. Then, on a gaien-drawn wagon you’ll reach the tunnel in about five or six hours. Have you any idea of the queues at the fort that build up each morning? The scout said they could be miles long.’

‘We’re wasting time.’

Bridget stifled a sob, a tear escaping from her eye.

‘If you’re going,’ she said, ‘then I want to kiss Karalyn goodbye.
’

He frowned. ‘I’m coming back.’

Bridget leaned over and kissed Karalyn on the forehead.

‘I’m coming back,’ he said again.

‘Aye.’

‘You don’t believe it, but.’

She hugged them both, the tears spilling down her face. He put his arms around her. She pulled back from the embrace and rubbed her eyes.

‘You made me cry, you stupid bastard.’

‘If anything happens to me,’ he said, ‘the clan won’t hesitate to appoint you chief. You’re the best of us, Bridget, and I would have been nothing without you. You’ll make a great chief one day.’

She shook her head.

‘Give me half an hour,’ she said. ‘I’ll get everything prepared.’
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Killop and Karalyn returned to their tent. He looked through some of Daphne’s things, and filled a second case with her clothes. He found her supply of weed and though he was tempted to leave it, packed it with the gin and cigarettes.

He re-emerged from the tent with Karalyn and the two large bags, to find Brynt standing outside.

‘Chief,’ he said, ‘I’ve got the half-squad Bridget asked for. All tough bastards, just as you wanted. They’re waiting for you over by the road.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Can I ask where you’re going, Chief? Seems an odd hour to be leaving.’

‘I’m meeting Daphne tomorrow in a town close by. Once I pick her up, I’ll be back with the clan in a day or so.’

Brynt nodded, but his eyes were wary. He picked up the two cases.

‘Thanks,’ said Killop. He lifted Karalyn and they walked towards the road to the north.

‘I’ve had three days’ supply of food loaded, Chief,’ Brynt said, his 
thick arms carrying the two heavy bags without any trouble. ‘Two of the half-squad have longbows, so they’ll be able to hunt if you run short. Bridget also asked me to get some gold from the treasury, and so I’ve got a purse with fifty sovereigns on my belt for you.’

Killop’s mind wandered as the man talked. Bridget had known of his and Daphne’s reluctance to travel to Domm, and she had criticised his decision to station himself at the rear of the convoy, leaving her to lead the way from Slateford. Once he had found Daphne, then his choices would be clearer. Did he want to be chief? Without Slateford, what would it mean to be chief, if the Severed Clan was absorbed into the rest of the Kellach Brigdomin living in the Domm haven? He realised he had never asked Daphne where she wanted to go.

They reached the road.

An open-topped wagon was waiting, with two pairs of gaien attached. Four of Brynt’s militia sat in the back, with another up on the driver’s bench. The squad leader was standing by the wagon. Her eyes were tired, but she wore the expression of someone who had faced worse than being woken in the middle of the night for duty.

‘Chief,’ she nodded.

Brynt passed the two cases up to the four militia on the wagon, who placed them alongside the other luggage and supplies that were piled up at the front by the driver’s bench.

Killop looked around for Bridget, but she wasn’t there.

‘At dawn,’ Brynt said, handing him the purse of coins, ‘the clan will be on the road west. I’ll see you in a few days.’

Killop nodded, and passed Karalyn up to the soldiers. He gripped the sideboard and pulled himself into the back of the wagon.

The squad leader climbed up and sat next to him, and the driver cracked his whip. Brynt raised an arm in farewell as the wagon lurched down the road. Killop laid Karalyn down next to him on the bench and wrapped her in blankets.

‘Go to sleep, wee bear,’ he said. He sat back for a moment, watching as the wagon drew away from the camp, and back towards the river crossing
.

He settled down next to her, his arm ensuring she didn’t roll off the bench. He glanced up at the squad leader.

‘Wake us when we get to the tunnel.’
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The morning sun was shining down on the Tahrana Valley when Killop was nudged by the squad leader. They had stopped at the end of a long line of wagons and carriages, stretching several hundred yards towards the fort where the tunnel began.

‘Here we are, Chief,’ the squad leader said, ‘in the queue to get through.’

The militia were in the back of the wagon sharing a cold meal, and they passed some meat and bread to Killop, along with a mug of ale. He woke Karalyn and changed her nappy. He wrapped her up warm, and tore some food into small pieces for her.

The driver turned his head back to look at them.

‘This’ll take hours, Chief. We’re moving a few yards forward every five minutes. We’re not even in the town yet.’

Killop gazed up as he ate. The first houses of the settlement were a hundred yards away. He glanced down at Karalyn.

‘Where’s mama?’ he said.

The little girl’s eyes clouded over for a moment, then she pointed up the road towards the tunnel.

‘What’s she doing, Chief?’ the squad leader said. ‘How does she know where Miss Daphne is?’

Killop finished his meal. ‘I remember Laodoc telling me that there’s a separate entrance if you’re on foot with no wagon, and it’s much quicker to pass through into the tunnel.’

The militia said nothing.

‘You lot stay here,’ Killop went on. ‘I’ll take Karalyn and go on ahead.’

The squad leader pursed her lips. ‘Umm, Brynt told us not to leave your side, Chief.
’

Killop shook his head. ‘Six members of the clan militia might get held up at the entrance, and there’s no time to get you looking like civilians. Me and the wee one will get through fine.’

‘But Brynt…’

‘I’m the chief, squad leader, not Brynt. If I tell you to stay here, then you stay here.’

He stood, and jumped off the side of the wagon. He reached over and picked up Karalyn and put her down on the ground, then grabbed their two large bags. The squad leader was frowning at him, her eyes narrowed.

‘But, Chief,’ she said, ‘do you want us to stay in the queue, or should we park up and wait for you to get back?’

‘Rest up for the day,’ he said. ‘If we haven’t returned by dawn tomorrow, report back to Bridget.’

He slung the bags over his broad shoulders, and took Karalyn’s hand. She raised her arms to get picked up.

‘You’ll have to walk a bit today, wee bear.’

He glanced up at the warriors, who were all staring back.

‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘See you later.’

He turned and strode off up the road, leading Karalyn by the hand as she tried to keep up. He felt a twinge of guilt for abandoning the half-squad, who would no doubt get a furious dressing down from Brynt and Bridget when they returned to the clan without him.

He frowned. Was his mind made up? Was he walking out on the clan, deserting them? He would decide when he found Daphne.

They walked past the lines of stationary carriages and wagons. The majority of folk in the queue were peasant Rahain, fleeing the turmoil with all the possessions they could load onto the back of a wagon. Many looked desperate, while others sat back with their eyes closed as they waited. Dotted among the queue were a mixture of merchants, New Free militia and a couple of parties of Kellach, who watched him as he walked by with the child.

As they were passing an open enclosure of gaien, Karalyn stopped, tugging on his hand
.

‘Mama’s horse,’ she said.

Killop turned, and saw that a small corner of the enclosure had been fenced off, and contained a number of horses.

‘Mama’s horse,’ Karalyn repeated.

‘Let’s go see.’

They turned off the road, and approached a small shack at the far end of the enclosure. An old Rahain woman was standing outside, watching them.

‘Good morning,’ Killop said.

‘How can I help you?’ said the old woman, her eyes flitting between Killop and the dark-skinned little girl at his side.

‘That white horse,’ he said, pointing at the beast in the small field. ‘Did you see the Holdings woman who brought it here?’

She narrowed her eyes. ‘And who is it that’s doing the asking?’

Killop gestured to the girl. ‘This is her daughter. We’re meeting her later, and she’ll need her horse.’

‘Mama’s horse,’ Karalyn said, smiling up at the old woman.

The Rahain chuckled. ‘Very well, though she never mentioned anything about someone else coming to collect her stallion.’

‘Plan’s changed.’

‘Did she tell you about the fee that is owed to me?’

Killop shook his head.

‘Six sovereigns.’

He frowned. ‘Seems a little steep.’

The old woman shrugged. ‘She arrived in the middle of the night. I had to get up and stable and feed him. Anyway, she agreed.’

Killop counted out the money and handed it over. The old woman smiled and went off to the horse enclosure. Killop pulled off the two large bags, and rubbed his shoulders. He watched as the old woman saddled the horse, and attached its harness. She held onto the reins and walked the beast out, shutting the fence gate behind her.

‘Here he is, sir. And might I say what a beautiful animal he is too.’

Killop’s mouth went dry as the beast drew near. Its eyes were almost 
level with his, its breath pluming from its wet nostrils. Its white coat glistened in the sunlight.

‘Here you go, sir,’ the old woman said, handing him the reins.

‘Up, up,’ said Karalyn.

‘You want to ride on the saddle, wee bear?’

‘Aye, aye!’

He glanced at the old woman. ‘Is that safe?’

She frowned at him. ‘Do you have much experience with these animals, sir?’

‘Not much,’ he said. ‘None.’

She shook her head. ‘Put her in the saddle, and I’ll strap her legs in. She’ll be fine up there. As for you, just remember not to approach from behind. It can make them nervous and he might kick you. Do you know what to feed him?’

Killop shook his head as he picked up Karalyn and sat her down on the saddle. The old woman attached straps to her legs, and looped the reins round her wrists. Killop lifted the two heavy cases, and secured them to the back of the horse.

The old woman went into her shack and emerged with a feeding bag. She tied it next to the cases on the stallion’s back.

‘Put this over his nose. You’ll get two or three feeds out of it. And make sure he gets plenty of water.’

Killop nodded. ‘Thanks.’

He held onto the reins and began leading the horse back to the main road, while Karalyn squealed with joy from the saddle. He smiled. The beast was keeping her amused, and he had to admit it was an improvement not having to carry the two huge cases around. They reached the road, and turned left towards the tunnel.

The town grew busier as they got closer to the large fortress built into the side of the cliff-face. Taverns and shops lined the main street, and traders selling refreshments wandered among the queuing traffic. The road passed through a pair of enormous arched gates, where New Free soldiers were carrying out searches and collecting toll payments 
from those attempting to enter. To the left of the line of wagons was a smaller entrance, where those on foot were waiting.

The New Free guards on duty glanced over at him as he led the horse to the back of the shorter queue. It was moving quickly, and within a few minutes they were at the front.

‘Destination and purpose?’ said one of the guards, while the others walked round the horse, poking at the luggage.

‘The imperial capital,’ he said. ‘I’m taking this child back to her home.’

‘And is this your horse?’

‘It is.’

‘Right. It’ll be two gold each for you and the kid, and four for the beast.’

Killop counted out the coins in silence and handed them over.

The guards pulled back from the gate and Killop passed through, leading the stallion under the arched opening and into a large courtyard. On either side were stone buildings, with a blacksmiths and barracks where a few dozen New Free militia lounged. Ahead was the entrance to the tunnel, a great, almost circular opening in the side of the cliff. The wagons coming through the gate to his right were moving up a shallow ramp and passing into the lamplight interior.

Killop joined the main road behind a large gaien-drawn carriage, and they entered the tunnel. He took a quick glance back to see the blue sky above, then turned to face forwards, his eyes adjusting to the dim light.

‘Where’s mama?’ he whispered to Karalyn.

The girl pointed ahead.

Killop nodded, and picked up his pace to overtake the carriage. ‘She’s got a head start of five or six hours on us, wee bear. We’ll need to hurry.’

Karalyn smiled down at him. ‘We find mama.’
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There were mile markers engraved into the walls of the tunnel, and Killop counted them off as they hastened through the first underground stretch of the great pass through the Grey Mountains. Every few miles he would ask Karalyn, and each time she would point ahead. They passed dozens of wagons, carriages and carts in the wide tunnel, their gaien labouring up the continuous incline while Killop and the white horse kept up a brisk pace.

At the eighteen-mile marker, there was a large sign proclaiming that they had reached the halfway stage of the first tunnel section. To the right, a huge space had been carved out of the rock, where dozens of wagons were parked in deep booths. In the rear, a row of taverns were serving the travellers food and drink. Four deep ventilation shafts pierced the ceiling, and a last glimpse of daylight was visible outside as the sun set.

Killop paused, scanning the booths lining the walls, each containing a resting wagon.

He nudged Karalyn, who was dozing in the saddle, her head resting against their luggage.

‘Mama?’ he said.

She opened her eyes and looked around the cavern. Her gaze fell upon a covered wagon in a nearby booth, where a Rahain man sat resting on the driver’s bench. Karalyn pointed at him.

‘Mama.’

Killop’s heart raced. His legs were tired from the long climb through the tunnel, but he loosened his sword in its scabbard, and tied up his leather cuirass. He led the horse over to a long water trough, and the stallion began to take noisy gulps, while he examined the covered wagon from the corner of his eye. There was movement in the rear of the wagon behind the man on the driver’s bench, but it was in the shadow of the deep booth, and he couldn’t tell how many others were back there.

He looped the reins over a post.

‘Stay here, wee bear,’ he said, as a carriage entered the cavern. He raced forwards, ducking behind the passing carriage as it approached the 
covered wagon. He rolled as the carriage pulled away, dodging the large wooden wheels. He ducked into the booth, and crouched beneath the covered wagon. He could hear the sounds of chatter coming from above his head, and he scrambled to the back, which had been parked close to the rear wall of the booth. He picked up a stone and lobbed it forwards, striking one of the four gaien harnessed to the front. It bellowed out a cry, and Killop drew his sword and leapt up into the back of the wagon.

Two Rahain peasants, a woman and a man, stared up at him.

‘Where is she?’ Killop said, lowering his sword at them.

The woman lunged for her crossbow, and Killop drove the sword through her neck. The man jumped back, and Killop went after him. He grabbed him by the throat, squeezed until his neck snapped, then threw him at the man on the driver’s bench, who was turning and reaching for his weapon. Killop lunged forward and pulled the other man in. He put his foot on his back and swung his sword down, severing the man’s head.

His eyes searched the interior of the wagon. There was no sign of Daphne.

He heard a thump, and looked down, scanning the floorboards. There was a louder thump, and he jumped down from the wagon. He ripped off the tarpaulin covering the rear, and saw a handle in the centre of a horizontal slat. He sheathed his sword, and wrenched open the slat, exposing a dark hidden space under the wagon’s floorboards. He peered inside, and saw movement.

‘Step away from the wagon,’ a voice cried.

Killop turned. By the rear of the booth a man was pointing a crossbow at his chest. A woman stood next to him. She looked different in peasant clothing, but Killop had no trouble recognising her.

‘You killed them all, you filthy savage,’ Douanna said, her eyes glancing over the interior of the blood-splattered wagon. ‘Have you any idea how expensive it will be to replace them?’

Killop moved his hand away from the hilt of his sword.

‘Back away,’ Douanna said, drawing a knife from her robes. ‘Jaioun, 
shoot him if he moves. I’ll make sure that Miss Holdfast remains safely tucked up.’

She approached the rear of the wagon, glancing down at the wooden slat that Killop had discarded. She lifted her head, her hand clutching the knife, her eyes level with the dark compartment.

‘Excitement’s over, Daphne.’

She paused, her eyes widening.

An arm lunged out from the darkness, and fingers gripped Douanna’s neck. Killop froze for a second as Daphne flung herself from the compartment, pulling Douanna down with her.

Jaioun’s eyes darted towards Douanna and Daphne writhing on the ground, and Killop sprang at him. He ripped the crossbow from the Rahain man’s grasp, and clubbed him with it, striking him on the side of his face and sending him sprawling to the dirt. He crouched down next to him, and broke the man’s neck with his free hand.

He spun round to see Daphne sitting slumped on the ground next to Douanna’s body. A knife was protruding from the Rahain woman’s chest.

Killop rushed to Daphne’s side.

She arched in pain as he embraced her, and he looked down at her right leg. Blood was seeping from a wound above the ankle, and two wooden splints had been tied along her shin.

‘Shit.’

He put his arm around her shoulder, and she squinted up at him. ‘Karalyn?’

‘She’s close by.’

‘I knew you were coming,’ she said. ‘I could feel her mind searching for me.’

‘You all right?’

‘I lost my vision,’ she said. ‘That’s how they got me.’

He glanced over at the body of Douanna.

‘It’s coming back,’ she went on. ‘Slowly. But I used up nearly all of it to get free.
’

‘You did more than get free,’ he said. ‘You killed her. Douanna’s dead. Your promise to Laodoc has been kept.’

She nodded. ‘What now?’

Killop helped Daphne get to her feet, supporting her with his arm. He glanced back down the booth to where Karalyn remained, sitting on the stallion. She let out a yelp of joy as she saw her mother, and Daphne smiled.

Killop gazed down at her. She was exhausted, and in considerable pain, but the spark in her green eyes drew him in, and he knew he would always love her.

‘I was thinking,’ he said. ‘The Severed Clan won’t need a chief when they get to Domm, and Bridget will do a fine job leading them there.’

Her eyes widened.

‘If you want,’ he said, ‘we could go to Hold Fast, and see your folks.’

She threw her right arm around his neck and drew him close.

‘You sure?’

‘Aye,’ he said. ‘It’s time I saw the Holdings.’
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Shella awoke and opened her eyes. The light was dim, but she could make out a long jagged crack running across the ceiling a few feet above where she was lying.

She took a breath. She felt fine. No, better than fine. She felt alive. She reached for her powers and found them, her reserves full and ready.

Where was she?

She turned her head and saw Kalayne reclining in an armchair, snoring. A lamp on a table next to him was providing the small room’s only illumination. Thymo sat on another chair, playing with some toy figures of warriors.

He looked up, and smiled.

‘Auntie,’ he cried, and ran into her arms.

She laughed as the boy embraced her.

‘You’re fine?’ she said.

‘Me?’ he said. ‘I’m okay.’

‘Ah, you’re awake,’ Kalayne said, grimacing and rubbing his neck. ‘All better now?’

‘I feel great,’ she said. ‘What happened? How did I get out?
’

‘How do you think?’ he said, frowning. ‘I got you.’

‘You got me?’ she said. ‘You mean you walked into the institute, amid fire and destruction, and carried me out?’

‘Something like that. I won’t bore you with the details, though suffice it to say it involved a great deal of sneaking around. I also read your memories. They were quite interesting.’

Shella shook her head. ‘It was terrifying. The Emperor…’

‘Is no longer the Emperor.’

‘What?’

‘Everyone believes that the Creator bestowed great power upon the Emperor, but I saw what occurred, through your memories, and understood, even if you didn’t.’

‘Understood what?’

‘The Creator himself now resides within the body that once belonged to Emperor Guilliam.’

She frowned.

‘It wasn’t meant to happen,’ the old man went on. ‘The Creator miscalculated. He hadn’t taken into account the fact that I’d sabotaged Benel’s mind, and it tripped him up.’

Kalayne smirked.

‘Benel’s dead,’ she said.

Kalayne shrugged. ‘That was going to happen, with or without me. The night you were arrested I had only a moment, so as well as wiping Benel’s memories of me, I placed a few obstacles in his mind.’

Shella bowed her head.

‘Your survival,’ the old man went on, ‘was also my doing. That block I placed in your head, although it couldn’t prevent the Creator from entering your mind, it shielded you enough to keep you alive.’

He grinned at her, his eyes bulging.

Shella said nothing.

‘Thank you might be the appropriate response, one would have thought,’ Kalayne said.

‘I’m glad you saved her, grandpa,’ Thymo said. ‘I missed her.’

‘At least someone’s grateful,’ Kalayne said
.

‘You risked your life to rescue me,’ she said. ‘I am grateful. I’m just trying to come to terms with everything. For a start, what happened to the fire mage?’

Kalayne frowned for a moment. ‘The Creator stopped her heart, and killed every Sanang warrior in her army.’

‘Fuck,’ Shella said, shaking her head. ‘Where are we?’

‘In a cellar under the Kellach quarter.’

‘We’re still in the city?’

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I’m not a mule. I wasn’t going to carry you across the Plateau. I have made arrangements for a wagon, and now that you’re awake, we should be able to leave in the morning.’

‘Which morning? How long was I asleep?’

‘Well, let’s see,’ he said. ‘I found you a couple of hours before dawn, and it’s now the evening of that day. Sixteen hours maybe?’

She nodded. ‘Okay. Next, why do I feel great? I should be exhausted, ill, whatever.’

‘I hired a Sanang hedgewitch to heal you.’

‘What?’

Kalayne shook his head. ‘I don’t intend to repeat myself.’

‘You found a Sanang mage? Here?’

‘The Kellach have been hiding him for some time. His services don’t come cheap, let me tell you.’

‘How did you afford it?’

‘I sold some of the valuables I took from the embassy the night you were arrested. As well as the hedgewitch, your jewellery paid for the wagon, a pair of horses, and supplies for our journey.’

‘Oh yeah? Where are we going?’

‘Kellach Brigdomin.’

‘Not on your fucking life.’

‘It’s safe there,’ he said. ‘We can regroup. Others are making their way to the haven at Domm, I have seen it. We shall need to meet with them, as I have a plan for how we can defeat the Creator.’

There was a knock on the door.

‘That’ll be Chief Duncan,’ said Kalayne. ‘He mentioned he might 
pop over to see you. Remember, he thinks that Guilliam has been given powers. Let’s keep it that way, there’s no point trying to explain the truth to him. Oh, and he knows nothing about the hedgewitch, so don’t mention it.’

The door opened, and a tall, broad Kellach man entered, bowing his head due to the low ceiling. He took a seat at her bedside and frowned at her.

Shella smirked. ‘You have the biggest beard I’ve ever seen.’

‘I am Chief Duncan,’ he said, his eyes flickering contempt. ‘I rule the Kellach Brigdomin, and this quarter of the city. Were it not for the many favours that Kalayne has performed for our folk, I would not have allowed you to be hidden on our property, but even so, your time here is limited.’

‘Don’t you worry, Duncan,’ Kalayne said, slapping the huge man on the back, ‘we’ll be off in the morning. The wagon’s all been sorted.’

‘Are you also leaving the city?’ Duncan asked.

‘Aye.’

‘You should stay. A new dawn is rising over the empire. Now is the time to be living here, in the capital. That bitch Keira may have burned half of it, but we can rebuild it bigger and better. A new reign of peace has come. No army will ever dare attack this city again. The Creator has blessed the Emperor with the power he needs to protect us.’

‘And that’s just lovely,’ Kalayne said, ‘but unfortunately I have business elsewhere that forces me to leave for a while. But have no doubt, I’ll be back.’

‘Will you be escorting her out?’

‘Oh aye,’ Kalayne said. ‘I’ll be with her for a good portion of the way. I’ll make sure she leaves.’

‘Good.’

He stood, flinching as he banged his head on the ceiling.

‘Farewell,’ he muttered, and left the room.

Shella sighed. ‘What a fuckwad. How did he ever become chief?’

‘He’s a good man,’ Kalayne shrugged. ‘Has the best interests of the folk here at heart. He’s just always felt grateful to the Holdings for 
taking them in when they were refugees. He’s loyal. And stubborn. He committed himself to the alliance and the empire, and he’ll be with them to the end.’

He leaned over and picked up a bottle from the floor.

‘One other thing in his favour,’ he said. ‘He controls many of the illicit stills in the Kellach quarter, and let me tell you, this stuff’s not too shabby.’

He opened the bottle.

‘Tonight we might as well get pissed,’ he said, ‘for tomorrow we begin a long, and no doubt extremely tedious journey to the far end of the world.’

‘Sounds delightful,’ Shella said, picking up her mug. ‘We might have to put Thymo to bed first.’

‘And then we’ll be alone,’ he leered. ‘Still feeling grateful?’

‘Dream on, grandpa.’
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‘That’s not a wagon,’ Shella said, pointing. ‘It’s barely a cart, at best.’ She turned to Kalayne, his face in the shadow of a hood as Thymo trotted behind. ‘Is it supposed to get us all the way to Kellach Brigdomin?’

‘Your jewellery didn’t fetch at much as you might have hoped. If I were you, I’d put in a complaint to the Rakanese government for giving you such cheap tat to wear.’

They reached the small wooden wagon. Two Kellach porters were loading trunks and boxes onto it while another held the reins of the horses harnessed to the front. The sky in the east was growing brighter, and a chill breeze swept through the tavern courtyard. Shella pulled her hooded cloak around her as they waited.

When the porters had finished, Kalayne opened a purse of coins and gave them a couple each. They passed the reins to Kalayne and went back into the tavern.

Kalayne gestured to Thymo, and the boy climbed up onto the cart, 
and sat down on the narrow driver’s bench. The old Kell got up next to him.

‘Am I in the back?’ Shella said.

‘For now,’ Kalayne said. ‘Let’s get you out of the city first, before you make yourself too obvious.’

Shella frowned, but stepped up onto the rear of the cart. She squeezed between the crates and boxes, and settled down.

Kalayne leaned back. ‘Put this blanket over you, and stay quiet.’

He snapped the reins, and the two horses moved off towards the courtyard entrance, where it opened onto a street. Shella watched from under the blanket as they pulled out onto the cobbles of the narrow road, the tall wooden tenements of the Kellach Brigdomin quarter to either side. The streets were quiet, with just a few Kellach going to work, as well as several homeless Holdings folk sleeping in doorways.

She noticed more of them as they approached the edge of the quarter, lying out in the open air, or clustered round burning braziers. Ahead of them loomed the old Emergency Wall, built in a few frantic days when Agang Garo’s army had threatened the city, in what seemed a lifetime before. A great opening had been knocked through, and the gates were being hauled open as the sun rose.

Kalayne led the cart to the end of a small queue of wagons waiting to get through. A large group of Kellach labourers on foot had also gathered, ready for a day’s work in the New Town.

When the gates opened a squad of imperial soldiers strode under the archway and began to wave the traffic through. There were paying no attention to the wagons or the labourers, gathering round a fire to warm their hands.

Kalayne clicked his tongue, and the horses began to walk, following the wagon ahead of them. Shella kept her head down as they went under the arch and entered the New Town, where the city’s biggest market was located.

She gasped. The market had gone, replaced by mounds of piled-up wreckage, charred and burnt. Dozens of labourers were cleaning the huge, open square, sweeping up the ashes and clearing the roads. The 
houses and shops bordering the square were burnt-out shells, their roofs gone and their walls blackened.

Kalayne flicked the reins, and the horses turned the cart onto a road leading through the merchants’ quarter. Many of the fine, stately mansions were in ruins. Whole streets had been gutted, while just a few yards away, others had escaped the devastation. She remembered back to the night under the institute, and the rumbling explosions she had heard. Now she saw the damage they had caused.

Bodies were being pulled from the rubble, and heaped onto the backs of open-topped wagons. Imperial soldiers stood around, guarding the properties of the wealthy.

They turned a corner, and Shella saw a huge breach in the city walls. It was over twenty yards wide, and giant fragments of rubble were scattered across the street. There, the bodies that were being slung onto wagons were not Holdings, but Sanang warriors from the fire mage’s great horde. Their corpses were burnt and blackened, and littered the street. A way through had been cleared, and Kalayne led the cart between the mounds of scorched bodies, grime-covered labourers, and the dozen wagons that were half-piled with dead.

The horses shied away from the stench, but Kalayne spoke soft words to them and they passed through, then went up a side street towards the eastern gates.

In the distance, the ruins of the cathedral came into view. Its bulk had been pierced in several places, and its high spires had toppled. The roof had collapsed, and smoke was lingering up from the gutted interior. To the left, the palace was in a similar condition. Its great silver dome had gone, replaced with jagged and scorched stonework.

As they approached the gates, Shella sunk down lower into the cart and covered her head with the blanket. She felt the horses come to a halt as a Holdings voice rang out. There was the muffled sound of a conversation, and they moved off again.

Shella sighed with relief as the cart picked up speed.

After a few minutes, she felt a hand shake her.

‘You can come out now,’ Kalayne said
.

She lifted the blanket and gazed back down the road they were trotting along. Between the cart and the city walls lay a carpet of dead Sanang, covering every inch of ground. She gagged as she realised that each body was missing its head. Above, birds were circling, and in the distance a few pyres were sending thick black smoke into the sky.

‘The Creator did this?’

‘Aye,’ Kalayne said.

She bowed her head. ‘The bastard used my power to do it. The power he ripped out of me. Do you know if Keira came close to stopping him?’

Kalayne shrugged. ‘She certainly distracted him, and that along with my tampering with Benel’s mind was enough to force him into making a mistake. Maybe if she’d arrived a day earlier, or if a few fireballs had been luckier and scored a direct hit, she might have got him, but then you’d be dead. We’re fortunate, under the circumstances.’

‘But the Creator is now the Emperor,’ she said. ‘With his power he can rule the world.’

‘I don’t think he’s interested in ruling, to be honest. He sees us as worthless worms, and he’ll use us to get what he wants without any consideration for our wellbeing.’

‘What does he want?’

He stared at her, frowning. ‘I don’t know.’

‘What?’ she said. ‘You still have no idea what he’s planning?’

‘No. My dreams have taken me into his mind more often in recent days, and I’ve caught glimpses of his plan as he was discussing it with the Lord Vicar. He needs the five different mages, and he wants to try again, but as to what his aims are, or what will occur if he succeeds, I have heard not a single word. The only thing I’m certain of is that it will destroy all life in this world.’

She snorted. ‘Why the fuck would Arnault and the rest of them be helping him, if they know his plan will result in them getting killed?’

‘Decades of the Creator being in their heads,’ Kalayne said. ‘Dreams, visions, twisted versions of the truth, over and over, until their minds essentially belong to him.
’

‘So he’s going to try again?’

‘Of course. I doubt very much that he’ll decide to settle into his role as emperor and govern us all with a kind hand.’

‘How do we kill him?’

‘Funny you should ask,’ Kalayne smirked. ‘I may very well have concocted a little plan.’

‘A plan that involves us travelling to the far end of the world?’

‘Indeed.’

Shella frowned.

‘Come now,’ Kalayne said, ‘I’m sure you’ll love Domm.’

‘Oh yeah?’

‘No, you’ll hate it. But we still have to go. There are people you need to meet.’

‘Like who?’

Kalayne smirked. ‘Well, the fire mage for one.’

‘Keira? You told me she was dead.’

‘No, not exactly. I said that the Emperor stopped her heart. What I have been saving until we were out of the city is that it was restarted again. Rejoice, for the fire goddess lives.’

‘Rejoice?’ Shella cried. ‘Are you fucking joking? Do you think I have any desire to meet the mad bitch that murdered a hundred thousand of my people? What makes you think I won’t kill her the second I lay eyes on her?’

Kalayne frowned. ‘We’ll sip that whisky when we come to it.’
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The morning sun shone down on them, and Shella felt a hint of warmth in its rays. She dozed for a few hours in the back of the wagon, huddled between the crates as the horses kept up a steady trot on the road. Kalayne woke her as they approached a junction. The way ahead stretched eastwards towards the wall at the border with Arakhanah, and a branch split off to the right and headed south, where it joined the main road that skirted the coast of the Inner Sea all the way to Rainsby
.

Next to the junction a small hut had been erected, and around it sat a squad of imperial soldiers, their shields piled up against a wall, and crossbows slung over their shoulders.

‘Back under the blanket,’ Kalayne said.

She sighed and lay down, covering herself.

‘Halt,’ a voice cried, and she felt the horses come to a stop on the road.

‘Greetings, troopers,’ Kalayne said. ‘How can I help you this fine morning?’

‘Where are you going?’

‘Rainsby, my good sergeant.’

‘Why?’

‘Well let me see. It’s less… less burnt.’

‘Thinks he’s a smartarse,’ another voice said.

‘Shut up,’ said the sergeant. ‘On your way, old man, but watch out for rogue bands of Sanang. They’ve been spotted in the area.’

‘I thought the beloved Emperor had destroyed them all?’

‘He killed all the warriors, right enough,’ the sergeant said, ‘but there was a few up in their camp. Followers, whores, the crippled and a few slaves. Anyway, they scattered, those that could. We rounded up most of them yesterday, but a few are still on the loose.’

‘Thank you, sergeant,’ said Kalayne.

‘What’s going on?’ said a different voice.

‘I was just about to let these folks pass through, Father,’ said the sergeant.

‘Blast you,’ said the priest. ‘You know you’re supposed to wake me. Every traveller needs to be checked.’

‘I tried, Father. You were gone to the world.’

The priest tutted, and Shella heard his footsteps approach.

‘This boy’s Rakanese,’ the priest said.

‘You’re a clever fellow,’ Kalayne said. ‘Are you going to try to read my mind?’

‘Be quiet, old man,’ the priest said. ‘I don’t need to read your mind to 
know that you shouldn’t be transporting a Rakanese child across the Plateau.’

There was a long pause, and Shella lay still and strained her ears to listen. She clenched and unclenched her fists, readying her powers.

‘I have papers,’ said Kalayne. ‘Just give me a moment…’

There was movement at the front of the cart, and the sound of a crossbow thrumming.

Shella leapt up from the blanket as Kalayne toppled out of the wagon and fell to the ground, a bolt between his eyes.

The priest staggered back a step, his eyes wide, while the soldiers stared open-mouthed at the body of the old Kell man sprawled on the road.

‘I thought he was going for a weapon, sarge,’ a trooper shouted, his voice wavering.

Shella gripped Thymo by the shoulder and pushed him down into the back of the cart.

‘Close your eyes, little man.’

She raised her hand, rage coursing through every nerve. The faces of the soldiers gazed up at her. Some reached for their crossbows, but were too late. She swept her arm in their direction and they fell like reaped wheat, their eyes and ears pouring blood.

She turned to the priest.

He stared up at her, frozen in terror.

Shella flicked her hand, and his head disintegrated in a flash of red, showering the bodies of the fallen soldiers.

She jumped off the wagon, and knelt by Kalayne. She closed his eyes and bowed her head, numb to his death, as if she were watching from afar.

Thymo knelt down beside her, crying silent tears. He reached his arms around the old man.

‘Grandpa.’

Shella rubbed his shoulders.

‘It’s going to be okay.
’

Her eyes welled up and she began to weep, breaking down over the body of the dead Kell, sobs wracking her body.

Thymo hugged her, and they wept together as the sun rose higher in the sky.

Without Kalayne she had no clue what to do next. She dismissed the idea of travelling to Kellach Brigdomin, but could think of nowhere that would be safe for her and Thymo. She gazed at the boy. He had relied more on Kalayne than on her during his stay in the embassy, and fear coursed through her as she realised she was now the sole adult responsible for him. Jayki was gone. And Kalayne.

‘You stupid bastard,’ she said, wiping her tears away.

‘Come on Thymo,’ she said. ‘We’ve lots to do. Let’s get grandpa’s body up onto the cart, we’ll bury him when we stop tonight. Then I need to clear up the soldiers.’

She glanced at the boy and forced herself to smile.

‘It’ll be alright.’

Thymo said nothing. He got to his feet, his face streaked with tears.

‘Will you help me lift grandpa onto the cart?’ she said.

He nodded.

‘Good. Then we can be on our way as soon as I’ve cleared the road.’

‘Where are we going, auntie?’

She got to her feet, and gazed at the mountains on the eastern horizon.

‘A little town,’ she said, ‘where they might remember me. Somewhere we’ll be safe.’

‘Where?’

‘Silverstream.’
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Daphne gazed at her daughter. ‘Yes.’

‘Aye,’ Karalyn grinned.

‘Yes.’

‘Aye.’

Daphne glanced at Killop, who was holding onto the reins of the wagon. ‘You’ve done this to her.’

‘I need to teach her a bit of Kellach if we’re going to the Holdings.’

‘I know what you mean,’ she said. ‘If we were heading to Domm, I’d be teaching her to speak like a proper Holdings lady. Although I hope you draw the line at some of the more colourful language your people use.’

Killop laughed. ‘I’ll save that for when she’s a bit older. Look.’ He nodded up at an inscription on the ceiling. ‘One mile to go. We’re nearly there.’

The tunnel widened, and along each side a line of workshops and stores had been dug out of the rock. Traffic increased, with wagons parked in deep alcoves, and shoppers milling around on foot. In the centre, the road carried on, leading to a huge arched gateway in the distance, through which Daphne could glimpse daylight shining
.

‘I can’t wait to see the sun again,’ she said, ‘but first, I’d like to stop here for a bit. I want to see if I can get any presents for my family. Things they wouldn’t be able to get in the Holdings.’

Killop grimaced. ‘Sure.’

He manoeuvred the wagon into a space in a nearby alcove, and brought the gaien to a halt.

‘Tell you what,’ he said. ‘Take your time shopping, and I’ll get an ale in that tavern we passed, and see if there’s any news from the Plateau.’

She raised an eyebrow.

‘I’ll take Karalyn,’ he said.

‘Into a tavern? No, I’ll take her.’

He jumped off the wagon and tied the reins to a post.

‘Are you sure you’ll be all right?’ he said. ‘Your leg’s not fully healed.’

‘I’ll be fine,’ she said. ‘I’ll take my crutch.’

Killop frowned. He held his hand out for her to step down.

‘I’ll come shopping with you,’ he said, ‘but I’ll need an ale by the end of it.’

‘All right,’ she said, as she took his hand and lowered herself to the ground. She reached up and took hold of the crutch lying by the driver’s bench, and placed it under her right arm. Killop lifted Karalyn off the wagon and put her down on the ground.

‘Up, up,’ she said, stamping her feet.

He sighed and picked her up again.

They paid the guard watching the alcove, and headed out to the busy shops and bars lining the main road near the end of the tunnel.

‘How many are we buying for?’ he asked as they walked.

‘Mother, Father,’ she began, ‘Ariel and her children, Teddy and Lydia. And Jonah.’

‘He’s your brother, aye?’

She glanced at him.

‘You don’t talk about him much,’ he said. ‘You’ve spoken about your father, and Ariel, and your older brother Vince in the army, but you never mention Jonah, or your mother.’

Daphne frowned. ‘I idolised Vince when I was growing up. Ariel 
and Jonah were just mean to me all the time, although I was probably a horrible brat to them as well. Maybe it was because Vince was the eldest, that he saw me as the baby of the family, and protected me from the other two. It took me until I was an adult before I got on with Ariel, but I’ve not seen Jonah since I left home. My memories of him are of a great big bully, who hated me from the moment I developed battle-vision, and he had to stop pushing me around.’

They stopped at a jewellery shop, and Daphne gazed through the glass window at the gold and silver on display.

‘And your mother?’ Killop said.

‘I haven’t communicated with her in five years,’ she said, her eyes scanning the necklaces and earrings. ‘Most of this stuff’s too expensive. I left a fortune back in the wagons with the clan. If Bridget finds it, she’ll be able to live like a queen when they get to Domm. And we didn’t find much money in Douanna’s luggage.’

‘We have enough supplies, but,’ he said. ‘At least we won’t starve.’

She nodded. ‘Still, I don’t want to turn up empty-handed.’

Killop frowned. ‘But you’re fleeing a civil war. It’s not like you’re returning home from a trip.’

Daphne pictured her mother, standing at the entrance to their estate house in Hold Fast, frowning at her. She shuddered.

‘I could always look through Douanna’s things,’ she said. ‘She had a box of jewellery, and a few dresses. There’s bound to be something in there I could give as a present, at least to the women in the family. That still leaves Father, Jonah, Teddy and baby Lydia.’

Killop nodded, but she could sense his impatience.

‘You go and get that ale,’ she said.

‘No, it’s fine.’

‘Go. Really, I’ll be all right. Karalyn seems happy to stay close to me. I’ll only be half an hour, we’ll come and get you.’

He leant down and kissed Karalyn. ‘See you soon, wee bear.’

Daphne watched as he headed for the tavern.

‘Dada no like shopping,’ Karalyn said.

‘I don’t think there are any shops in Kellach Brigdomin, Kara-bear.
’

‘Dada like ale.’

She lit a cigarette. ‘Yes, but so does mama.’ She scanned the line of shops, pondering what to get her father. She saw a store selling ornately carved hip flasks. ‘Come on, Kara-bear. Let’s get granddad a present.’
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Forty minutes later, Daphne emerged from a shop on her crutch, a bag bulging with purchases slung over her shoulder. Karalyn walked by her side, clutching a wrapped box to her chest. The traffic on the road was busier, with Rahain, Holdings, and a few Kellach mixing in the cavern. Imperial soldiers stood around, looking bored or chatting to people in the street.

A Rahain woman yelled to her right, and Daphne glanced over. It was a news-teller.

‘This way, Kara-bear,’ Daphne said, and led the girl over to where the Rahain woman was stepping up onto a crate. A small crowd was gathering as the woman began to speak.

‘Listen all, listen to the words I have to tell. Listen to my words.’

She waited as the crowd grew a little larger. Daphne took Karalyn’s hand in the press of people.

‘Let it be told that this day, the seventh of the last third of winter, the blessed Emperor and saviour has proclaimed a universal day of celebration across the empire, to be held this New Year’s Day, to commemorate his glorious victory over the Sanang rebel hordes.’

‘This is old news,’ someone shouted. ‘You’ve been telling us this for days.’

The woman frowned.

‘Shall I tell you of the destruction of the vile horde? Or the tale of the fall of the fire mage?’

The crowd started to drift away.

‘We’ve heard all this shit before,’ someone else said as they wandered back into the busy street.

‘I’d quite like to hear it,’ Daphne said
.

The Rahain woman’s eyes lit up. She raised her hands.

‘At dawn that fateful day, the malevolent mage had sent her slavering hordes of bloodthirsty warriors to encircle the high walls of the fair capital. For hours, she bombarded the holy city, hurling fireballs onto the terrified citizens…’

‘Skip to the end,’ Daphne said. ‘What happened to the fire mage?’

The woman frowned. ‘She fell.’

Daphne sighed. ‘A little more detail. Please.’

‘After the Emperor-Saviour had ascended the walls,’ the woman went on, ‘he wrought blessed destruction upon the enemy ranks with fire and slaughter, and a whirlwind of power that left the invaders bereft of their heads…’

‘Wait,’ Daphne said. ‘Who was doing this, the Emperor?’

‘Indeed, young lady,’ the woman said, ‘the Emperor, who, after being bestowed every mage power by the holy Creator, turned his hand to the annihilation of the bestial Sanang. The fire mage was forced to stand and watch as her army was wiped from the face of the earth. Only then did the Emperor strike her down.’

‘She’s dead?’

‘The crows have picked her flesh.’

Daphne glanced across the street to where the tavern was located. She squeezed Karalyn’s hand, and walked away from the news-teller without a word. She crossed the busy road, dodging the heavy wagons passing north towards the Plateau. She pulled on a thread of battle-vision, and her hearing picked up the sounds of a brawl.

‘Stay behind me, Kara-bear,’ she said as she approached the door to the tavern. She pushed it open and walked inside.

Killop was facing a group of Kellach, brandishing a table leg in his right hand. The rest of the tavern had cleared a space around them amid toppled tables and broken glass.

‘That cow was no fucking goddess,’ shouted a tall Kellach woman. ‘She was a fucking traitor.’

‘Come here and say that,’ Killop cried. ‘And the same goes for the 
rest of you. I’ll end the next bastard that says a fucking word against Keira.’

Daphne sized up the group facing Killop. Nine large Kellach.

‘She’s dead,’ shouted one of them. ‘Now, that’s the fucking truth.’

Killop said nothing.

‘The Emperor killed her,’ yelled another.

The rage in Killop’s eyes boiled over and he tensed, ready to spring.

Daphne raced forward. As she pulled on her battle-vision, she felt a surge of raw emotions coming from Karalyn, directed at the Kellach facing Killop.

The nine men and women staggered, clasping their heads, then collapsed to the floor of the tavern. Someone screamed.

Daphne stared at the bodies. ‘They’re only sleeping,’ she cried. ‘Look, their chests are moving. They’ll be fine.’

She glanced at Killop, her eyes wide.

He dropped the table leg.

‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Let’s go.’

He turned and walked out of the tavern, and she followed him, leading Karalyn by the hand.
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Killop said nothing for the next few hours. They got back into their wagon, passed through the great gate, and emerged into the afternoon sunshine of the southern Plateau. They descended the ramp to the valley floor, and set off along the road to Rainsby.

It was warmer, Daphne noticed. Even though it was still winter, the wind lacked the bite she had felt in Rahain. By the end of spring they should be arriving in the Holdings, and she wondered how Killop would cope on the Hold Fast estate in the middle of summer, when even her family felt the heat. She glanced at him. His hands were gripping the reins, and he had an unapproachable frown on his face.

Daphne turned, and she caught sight of the white stallion, tethered to the left side of the wagon
.

She smiled. He would be a fine horse to bring home, one that wouldn’t look out of place next to her father’s thoroughbreds. Maybe she should take him for a ride. He could stretch his legs and run free for a while.

‘What can Karalyn eat?’ said the little girl sitting next to her.

‘We’ll have dinner when we stop,’ Daphne said. ‘You’ll have to wait till then, little bear.’

‘Wee bear,’ she scowled. ‘Dada, what can Karalyn eat?’

Killop didn’t respond, his eyes fixed on the road ahead.

‘We need to talk,’ said Daphne.

He turned. ‘What?’

‘Killop,’ she said, ‘we need to talk.’

He said nothing.

‘I’m sorry about Keira,’ she said. ‘I don’t know what she did, but whatever it was she was still your sister. I know how I’d feel if something happened to Ariel, and you and Keira were a lot closer.’

She watched him fight back tears as he stared ahead.

‘Your twin,’ she said.

‘Enough,’ he said, his voice breaking. ‘I don’t want to talk about it right now. She was supposed to be the goddess that would save us all.’

He began weeping. He clenched his eyes shut as tears rolled down his cheeks. Karalyn patted him on the arm.

‘There there, dada,’ she said.

He smiled amid his tears, and put his arm around his daughter. He wiped his face with his hand.

‘It can’t be true,’ he said. ‘Kalayne was never wrong. Remember when I thought you were dead? That was a lie, this might be too. All we’ve heard is the propaganda of a news-teller and a few drunken Kellach.’

‘All the same,’ Daphne said, ‘I think you should prepare yourself for the worst.’

He nodded. ‘I’m prepared, but I’m not giving up hope.’

‘I understand,’ she said. ‘Do you know how she ended up leading an army of Sanang?
’

‘No, but it doesn’t surprise me. The way I heard it she was trying to bring down the Emperor.’

‘Yes, but she was too late, and now it seems that Guilliam has mage powers of his own. Apparently he wiped out the Sanang invasion force single-handed.’

‘Or it’s just more propaganda,’ he said. ‘Who knows the truth?’

‘If I had to guess I’d say Kalayne,’ Daphne said. ‘I wonder if he’s still in Plateau City. With his powers he probably has a fair idea of what’s going on.’

Killop nodded down at their daughter.

‘She has the same powers,’ he said. ‘Sooner or later she’ll see the Creator’s thoughts again.’

‘I want to be there when she does.’

‘Me too.’

Daphne glanced over at Killop. ‘If she really does have the same powers as Kalayne, then at some point she’s going to look into our eyes, and be able to see our futures, and catch glimpses of things that haven’t happened yet.’

Killop frowned. ‘Maybe she can do it already. Maybe it seems normal to her, and she’s never thought it worth mentioning. Or maybe she doesn’t understand what she’s seeing.’

Daphne blinked, and gazed down at Karalyn, who was sitting holding her toy wooden horse, making it gallop across her lap. Could it be true?

‘Kara-bear,’ she said.

‘Aye, mama?’ the little girl said, looking up.

‘Do you know what’s going to happen later?’

‘Dinner? Karalyn eat biscuits.’

Daphne laughed. ‘Yes, you can have a biscuit later, when we stop.’

She caught Killop’s eye, and he shrugged.

Daphne looked back at her daughter, an idea forming in her mind.

‘Count to twenty,’ she said to Killop, ‘then distract her. Make her look at you.’

She drew on her inner-vision, and entered Karalyn’s mind, but kept 
herself hidden, so that the girl was unaware she was there. Daphne looked out of her daughter’s eyes as they danced over the horse on her knees.

Killop coughed. ‘Wee bear.’

Karalyn looked up into her father’s brown eyes, and Daphne pushed her power out from the girl and into his mind. She felt dizzy, and focussed her strength as she felt her daughter’s power fill Killop’s head. She gazed out through Killop’s eyes.

What she beheld was not the wagon rolling down the road towards Rainsby, but instead she was looking out upon an endless plain of long grass, with no hills or mountains in sight. The sun was shining overhead in a cloudless blue sky. In the distance a large estate house was burning. Smoke was tumbling up in thick waves, and the high flames were visible from where Killop was standing. Next to him was a man, dressed in black. He turned his face.

Daphne snapped back to her own mind, and fell to her knees by the driver’s bench. She held onto her stomach, and vomited over the side of the wagon. She felt the gaien judder to a halt as Killop pulled on the reins. He put his arm round her shoulder.

‘Are you all right?’ he said. ‘What happened?’

She wiped her mouth and groaned. Killop helped her sit and reached for a skin of water.

She gulped down a mouthful.

‘I tried something,’ she said. ‘Killop, she can do it. She can see the future. I saw a glimpse of yours.’

He frowned. ‘Do I want to know?’

‘You were in the Holdings,’ she said, staring north into the horizon. ‘I just watched my home burn.’

‘Hold Fast?’

She nodded.

The afternoon was fading into evening, and the wind grew colder.

‘One more thing,’ she said, turning to him. ‘Someone else was there with you.’

‘Who?
’

‘Kylon.’

Killop snapped the reins, and the gaien began lumbering down the road towards Rainsby. The sky beyond the river to their left was streaked with red, as the sun set behind the snow-tipped mountains in the distance.
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