
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Renegade Gods

          

        

      

    

    
      Christopher Mitchell is the author of the epic fantasy series The Magelands. He studied in Edinburgh before living for several years in the Middle East and Greece, where he taught English. He returned to study classics and Greek tragedy and lives in Fife, Scotland with his wife and their four children.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        By Christopher Mitchell

      

        

      
        The Magelands Origins

      

        

      
        Retreat of the Kell

        The Trials of Daphne Holdfast

        From the Ashes

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        The Magelands Epic

      

        

      
        The Queen’s Executioner

        The Severed City

        Needs of the Empire

        Sacrifice

        Fragile Empire

        Storm Mage

        Soulwitch Rises

        Renegade Gods

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        The Magelands Eternal Siege

      

        

      
        The Mortal Blade

        The Dragon’s Blade

        The Prince’s Blade

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © Christopher Mitchell 2020

        Cover by Miblart

        Cover Copyright © Brigdomin Books Ltd 2020

      

        

      
        Christopher Mitchell asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

      

        

      
        All the characters in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is purely coincidental.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems (except for the use of brief quotations in a book review), if you would like permission to use material from the book please contact support@brigdominbooks.com

      

        

      
        Brigdomin Books Ltd

        First Edition, August 2020

        Ebook Edition © August 2020

        ISBN 978-1-912879-32-8

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For Cal

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgements

          

        

      

    

    
      I would like to thank the following for all their support during the writing of the Magelands - my wife, Lisa Mitchell, who read every chapter as soon as it was drafted and kept me going in the right direction; my parents for their unstinting support; Amy Tavendale, Sandra and Donna Wheat and Vicky Williams for reading the books in their early stages; James Aitken for his encouragement; and the Film Club for their support.

      

      Thanks also to my Magelanders ARC team, for all your help during the last few weeks before publication.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Receive a FREE Magelands Book

          

        

      

    

    
      Building a relationship with my readers is very important to me.

      Join my newsletter for information on new books and deals and you will also receive a Magelands book that is currently EXCLUSIVE to my Reader’s Group for FREE.

      
        
        Click here for your free book! (christophermitchellbooks.com/signup)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dramatis Personae

          

        

      

    

    
      The Holdfasts

      Daphne Holdfast, Holder Fast

      Karalyn Holdfast, Elder daughter, 20

      Keir Holdfast, Elder son, 17

      Kelsey Holdfast, Younger daughter, 16

      Corthie Holdfast, Younger son, 14

      Cole Holdfast, Son of Keir and Jemma

      Celine Holdfast, Daphne's sister-in-law

      Jemma of Hold Fast, Cole’s mother

      

      Holdings

      Sable Blackhold, Agent

      Samuel, Hold Fast Servant

      Tabitha, Hold Fast Servant

      Golspie, Hold Fast Servant

      Gerald, Hold Fast Servant

      Amber Holdsmith, Imperial Officer

      Norris, Imperial Marine

      Jasper, Imperial Marine

      Conrad, Imperial Marine

      

      Kellach Brigdomin

      Bridget, Empress of the World

      Calder, Herald of the Empire

      Brogan, Imperial Marine

      Dina, Imperial Marine Officer

      Lennox, Former Army of Pyre

      Darine, Former Army of Pyre

      Carrie, Former Army of Pyre

      Leisha, Former Army of Pyre

      Kelpie, Owner of World’s End

      Bernie, Tavern-owner, Liberton

      

      Rahain

      Nadia, Refugee from Rahain

      

      Rakanese

      Ravi, Diamond Mage

      Dodi, Imperial Dockyard Worker

      Shella, Flow Mage & Princess

      

      Sanang

      Thorn, Hedgewitch

      Acorn, Hedgewitch, Thorn's Sister

      

      The Archmages

      Agatha

      Asher

      Witten

      Racine

      Belinda

      (Gregor)

      (Gorman)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Peoples of the Star Continent

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            The Twins

          

        

      

    

    
      Colsbury Castle, Republic of the Holdings – 30th Day, Last Third Summer 526

      ‘How did we get here?’ said Darine, her eyes gazing over the mountainside.

      ‘Good question,’ said Carrie. She pointed down the slope. ‘See that wee path there?’

      Lennox laughed despite the nerves churning his stomach.

      Darine frowned at the two of them. ‘Aye, fine, ya pair of smartarses. You know what I mean. A couple of years ago the three of us were wearing Army of Pyre uniforms, and now we’re living and working next to the most powerful family in the empire; our sworn enemies.’

      ‘Deserting was one of the best things we ever did,’ said Lennox, feeling the warmth of the afternoon sun on his arms and face.

      ‘One of the best?’ said Darine.

      He shrugged. ‘Meeting Karalyn was the best for me.’

      ‘Even though she hates you?’ said Carrie.

      ‘She doesn’t hate him,’ said Darine.

      Carrie raised an eyebrow.

      ‘Aye, alright,’ said Darine, ‘she does; but she loves him too. It’s complicated.’

      Lennox kept his eyes on the view of the Barrier Mountains stretching out before them. Ten miles to the south spread the foothills and meadows of the Plateau, while the flat plains of the Holdings began twenty miles to the north. At the bottom of the hillside where they sat was the little village of Colsbury, on the shores of a diamond-shaped lake, its still waters reflecting the green and brown sides of the mountains that surrounded it. Pine forests covered the lower slopes; above them, the summits were rocky and bare.

      The landscape was beautiful, but he missed Kellach Brigdomin. More than that, he missed the life he and Karalyn had shared there. It had all been so simple. Darine was right; Karalyn did still love him, but she also loathed him for what he had done.

      Out on the waters of the lake sat an island, and upon it was Colsbury Castle, their home for the previous five thirds. Castle was the wrong word for it, he thought; it was large enough to accommodate not only a sturdy and towering fortress, but also held an extensive palace, a small harbour, barracks, workshops and a garden which took up a third of the whole area. The island was ringed with a great outer wall; and was connected to the mainland by a slender stone bridge, which was guarded by a four-storey gatehouse. Within the walls of the fortress stood two great keeps and Lennox’s eyes settled on the higher one to the left. Karalyn would be in one of the rooms on the upper floor. She was finding it hard to get around; the weight and size of the twins inside her slowing her movements.

      ‘Whatever happens between me and her,’ he said, ‘at least I’ll be here for the twins.’

      ‘That’s if she lets you see them,’ said Carrie.

      ‘Of course she will,’ said Darine. ‘Karalyn wants their father to be here. So does Daphne.’

      ‘So says the Holdfast’s new best friend,’ said Carrie. ‘You’re always siding with them now.’

      ‘But we’re all on the same side.’

      ‘There’s something about them I just don’t trust,’ said Carrie. ‘I don’t like the way they can look into our heads whenever they want. Don’t get me wrong; I love it here. It’s beautiful, and peaceful, and safe; but it’s not like we can leave. I mean, where would we go?’

      ‘I don’t want to leave,’ said Lennox.

      ‘Neither do I,’ said Carrie, ‘but I’d like the option.’

      ‘No one would stop you if you walked out,’ said Darine.

      ‘Aye, but as I said, where would we go? I don’t even really know where we are. Somewhere in the mountains up north, but that may as well be on the other side of the world for all I know.’

      ‘Sounds stupid,’ said Darine, ‘but I’m starting to think of Colsbury as home. It’s the first place I’ve felt really settled, and I’ve learned so much about everything. Daphne and Shella have taught me…’

      ‘Here we go again,’ said Carrie, shaking her head.

      ‘You can mock me,’ said Darine, ‘but we need to understand what we’re fighting against.’

      ‘We’re not mocking you,’ said Lennox; ‘we’re just not very interested in hearing about the Creator again. I thought we left all that behind us when we deserted.’

      Darine frowned. ‘You should care about the truth. The Creator was real. Karalyn’s aunt killed him, and now his friends the archmages are here; and they’re going to take over the world and kill us all in the process. The Holdfasts are the only ones who can stop them.’

      ‘They’re not doing a very good job,’ said Carrie. ‘Two of them have been abducted, and one can hardly walk.’

      ‘Keir’s still out there fighting,’ said Lennox.

      Carrie snorted. ‘Keir got his ass kicked in Rainsby.’

      ‘Aye,’ said Lennox, ‘but only after he and Thorn had slaughtered half the Rahain army. That’s the only reason they haven’t moved from Rainsby since. They need to enlist more soldiers if they’re going to attack the rest of the Plateau.’

      ‘And three of the seven archmages have been accounted for,’ said Darine. ‘They’re not invincible.’

      ‘Aye,’ said Carrie, ‘and Lennox managed to take down Gorman without any assistance from the Holdfasts.’

      ‘But look what Racine did to us. She nearly killed us all.’

      ‘And then we let her go.’

      ‘Aye.’

      The three former soldiers sat on the grassy bank in silence for a moment. Daphne’s anger with her daughter had lasted thirds, Lennox remembered, but Karalyn had remained adamant in her belief that she had been right to spare Racine’s life. In his heart, Lennox agreed with Daphne, and Karalyn’s refusal to take a life made him feel her moral inferior. Excepting that day in Rainsby, he had always strived to avoid harming civilians, but Racine was too dangerous a foe to release. He felt guilt at the thought that he would have killed her without much hesitation, yet Karalyn had acted on impulse, whisking Racine away as her mother’s sword was about to strike; and displaying a courage in her mercy that shamed the rest of them.

      ‘Are you having any say in the names?’ said Carrie, jolting Lennox out of his thoughts.

      ‘Eh?’

      ‘The twins? Are you getting to name them?’

      He shook his head. ‘They’re getting Kell names.’

      ‘But they’ll only be a quarter Kell,’ Carrie said. ‘They’ll be half Lach.’

      ‘I don’t care about the old clan rivalries. She can name them whatever she likes; as long as I can be part of their lives, I’ll be happy.’

      ‘I guess we’ll find out in half a third,’ said Carrie, ‘or whenever they arrive.’ She turned to Darine. ‘You’re quiet. Thinking of your own twins?’

      ‘Aye,’ she said. ‘It’s painful remembering back to the time I was pregnant, and it’ll be worse when Karalyn’s twins are born. At least wee Cole has got me used to seeing bairns again. I know I shouldn’t be jealous, and that I’m hurting no one but myself with such thoughts, but I can’t help it.’

      ‘If we win the war,’ said Lennox, ‘then the folk in Liberton will be freed, and maybe you’ll be re-united.’

      ‘Aye,’ she said, ‘maybe.’

      ‘We should go,’ said Carrie. ‘We still have that other boat to repair before it gets too dark to work.’

      ‘Aye,’ said Lennox, getting to his feet.

      Darine smiled. ‘The two of you are like proper sailors.’

      ‘I liked being on the Seablade,’ said Carrie, helping Darine to her feet.

      ‘It seems like a nightmare to me,’ said Darine. ‘I hate the sea. Even the lake here scares me.’

      ‘You should have seen us after we escaped Stretton Sands,’ Carrie said as they began to walk down the steep path. ‘We sailed around the bays of the Inner Sea for thirds evading the imperial fleet.’

      ‘You make it sound romantic.’

      ‘It wasn’t,’ said Lennox. ‘It was wet, cold and there was never enough food. There are only so many whelks you can eat.’

      ‘But I bet you loved it all the same.’

      He smiled. ‘Aye.’

      They walked amid the summer grasses; their tall brown stems swaying in the light breeze. After a warm summer, the lowering temperatures had come as a relief to the Kellach Brigdomin. Daphne Holdfast had assured them that the mountains were far cooler than the plains of the Holdings but even so, the heat had been stronger than anything the three former soldiers had experienced.

      Lennox noticed activity in the village streets below them as they descended from the hillside. Folk were out on ladders, hanging bunting and flags from the sides of the wooden houses and shops that ran along the main thoroughfares of the small settlement.

      ‘They’re getting the place ready for tomorrow’s festival,’ he said.

      ‘Aye,’ said Darine. ‘Should be something. I heard Autumn’s Day is as popular in the Holdings as Winter’s Day is in Domm.’

      ‘Less drinking, I’d imagine,’ said Carrie.

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Darine. ‘Shella told me she plans on getting through a barrel of wine.’

      ‘Aye, but she’s Rakanese,’ said Lennox. ‘They know how to drink, if she’s anything to go by.’

      ‘I’m not sure she’s typical,’ said Darine.

      ‘It’s strange that she’s not brought any of her own folk here,’ said Carrie. ‘Has she not got any family?’

      ‘She fell out with them a long time ago,’ said Darine, ‘those that survived the Migration.’

      ‘What was that?’

      Darine frowned. ‘Doesn’t matter. Let’s just say that a lot of Rakanese folk died, and many unfairly blamed Shella. She has a nephew that she still speaks fondly of; well, not fondly, but with no bitterness. I think he lives in Amatskouri.’

      They reached the bottom of the slope and entered the edge of the village, the path beneath their feet widening into a road. Villagers nodded to them; their walks up the nearby hills a common sight over the summer thirds. They turned left at a junction with the main road that ran by the side of the lake, and which connected the Plateau with the Holdings. The road south to the imperial city on the Plateau was well-paved and wide, while that to the Holdings was barely a track.

      They passed through the village square, busy with people out decorating the fronts of the only stone buildings in the settlement, then turned right, taking the road that led to the bridge.

      The road to the crossing narrowed as it followed a rocky promontory out into the calm waters of the lake. The bridge to the island ran in two sections; the first coming to rest on a small outcrop of rock that rose above the surface of the lake; and the second ran from there all the way to the imposing gatehouse, where the dark entrance swallowed up the road. To either side of the gatehouse loomed the high walls that encircled the island, rising up from the bedrock to create a barrier of stone, unbroken except for the small harbour on the other side of the island.

      The crossing was cobbled, and wide enough for two carts to pass side by side. Lennox led the way, and they walked up over the arch of the first span, the dark waters of the lake silent beneath them. The direction of the bridge kinked on the rocky outcrop, which had been flattened, and was protected by waist-high walls on either side. The second span was twice the length of the first, and crossed on three stone piers, the stonework arching between them.

      Two guards were standing by the dark entrance to the gatehouse. Behind them, the iron-framed doors were open, as they always were, but the opening seemed tiny next to the bulk of the gatehouse. Lennox nodded to the guards as they passed into the cool shadows of the entrance-way, his boots clacking off the smooth cobbles.

      They emerged into a courtyard, from where the three main parts of Colsbury Castle could be accessed. To the right was one of the doorways leading to the Royal Gardens, a parkland of trees, flowers and orchards that occupied a third of the entire island. Ahead stood the massive bulk of the fortress, where the Great Keep and the Lesser Keep stood guard. Beyond that were storerooms, workshops, and the small harbour where Lennox and Carrie worked. To the left of the gatehouse lay the enormous Royal Palace, the summer residence of the old Holdings monarchy; though it hadn’t been used by the last king, Guilliam. Its grand staterooms and ballrooms were closed and sealed against the elements; its royal chambers locked up and empty.

      Many of the other buildings inside Colsbury Castle were also empty. Aside from twenty-four guards, there was an equal number of staff employed by the Holdings Republic to keep the island well maintained. As a high mage and princess, Shella had her own staff of six, three of whom were her own personal guards. And, for the previous five thirds, Karalyn, her mother, Jemma, baby Cole and the three former Army of Pyre soldiers had made the place their home.

      Their accommodation was within the fortress, and they passed through the high walls that ringed the defensive complex. Two guards nodded as they passed.

      ‘Lady Holdfast sent word,’ said one.

      ‘Aye?’ said Lennox, stopping in the courtyard by the Great Keep. It was a blocky, square tower; its battlements rising high above the island; only beaten in height by the highest tower of the Royal Palace, and the sinuous stone Spire that lay at the far end of the island; a folly built by a queen who had ruled more than a century before.

      ‘A message,’ said the guard. ‘You’ve to go right up. Her daughter’s labour’s started.’

      Lennox’s eyes widened.

      ‘Already?’ said Carrie. ‘But she’s not due for another half-third at least.’

      The guard shrugged. ‘Just relaying the message.’

      The two women grabbed Lennox by the arms and together they ran through the entrance into the lower floor of the Great Keep. They made for the main stairs and raced up them, passing the floor where they had their own rooms, and ascending to the storey under the battlements, where Mage Shella had set up a room for the birth.

      Two of the Rakanese princess’s guards was standing outside a closed door.

      ‘Stop,’ yelled one. ‘No one is to enter without permission.’

      Lennox opened his mouth to speak, but Darine put her hand up.

      ‘Go and tell her Highness that we’re here. Or the First Holder; whoever you see first.’

      The two guards looked at each other for a second, then the one who had spoken turned and rushed through the entrance, closing the door behind her.

      Lennox stood frozen; sweat appearing on his brow. He strained his ears to listen, but the walls were three feet thick.

      Darine smiled up at him. ‘Mage Shella said this might happen. She said Karalyn might be early.’

      ‘What?’ said Lennox. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

      ‘Didn’t want to worry you. I could see how nervous you were. Are. Apparently the twins are ready to come out.’

      ‘She can tell that with her powers?’ said Carrie.

      ‘Aye. She was present at the birth of all of Daphne’s children; helping.’

      Carrie frowned. ‘I’m surrounded by mages.’

      ‘Hey,’ said Darine. ‘What about me? And Jemma. You’re not the only one.’

      ‘You should have told me,’ muttered Lennox. ‘I’m not ready.’

      ‘Ready?’ said Darine. ‘What do you need to do to get ready?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      The door opened and Daphne Holdfast walked out into the landing, the guard following her and getting back into position.

      ‘Is it true?’ said Darine. ‘Is Karalyn in labour?’

      Daphne glanced at them, the line of worry on her forehead the only outward sign she was displaying.

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘It’s all happening quite quickly. Darine, she has asked for you.’

      Lennox frowned, and Daphne avoided his gaze.

      ‘I should be there,’ he said.

      Daphne turned to face him. ‘I’m sorry, Lennox, but my daughter has requested that you not be present.’

      ‘I don’t understand; we agreed. Karalyn agreed that I would be allowed in.’

      ‘She changed her mind.’

      ‘But…’

      ‘I’ve already tried to talk her round,’ she said. ‘My daughter is stubborn. She’s in considerable pain, and I worry that in time she might regret your absence, but that is not my decision to make.’

      She opened the door and beckoned to Darine.

      The young Domm woman turned to Lennox. ‘Sorry.’

      ‘You go,’ he said. ‘Tell her…’ His mouth dried up and he lowered his eyes, anger rising within him. Better he say nothing than blurt out his feelings. The Army of Pyre had taught him how to suppress his emotions; how to feel nothing when those you loved were being hurt or when they were made to watch twins flog each other. He wouldn’t cry, or yell out. It was nothing.

      ‘I’ll bring news when I have any,’ said Daphne, leading Darine through the door, and closing it behind them.

      Carrie nudged his arm. ‘Are you alright? Your eyes, they went all… cold.’

      ‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘Have you still got that bottle of wine in your room?’

      ‘Maybe you shouldn’t get drunk.’

      ‘It’s one bottle of wine, for fuck’s sake, Carrie. Half a bottle each. I’m not getting drunk but I need a drink.’

      Carrie raised an eyebrow at him. ‘Steady, boss. I’m still your second; it’s my job to look out for you.’

      His anger evaporated. He glanced at the two guards by the closed door.

      ‘If there’s news,’ he said to them, ‘we’ll be in our quarters.’
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      ‘I sometimes wonder why she brought me here,’ said Lennox. ‘I mean, maybe she would have been happier if we hadn’t met again in the World’s End, and I could have carried on with my life without knowing what I was missing.’

      Carrie nodded from her seat by the window.

      ‘But this feels worse,’ he went on; ‘knowing what happened, but not being able to do anything about it. Cain really screwed it up for me. If he’d kept his mouth shut, we’d all still be living in Domm.’ He picked up the bottle of wine to pour himself another glass, but found it was empty. He glanced at Carrie.

      She shrugged, and sipped from her full glass. ‘I’m saving you from yourself.’

      He frowned.

      ‘And,’ Carrie said, ‘she would have found out about Rainsby eventually. That sort of thing doesn’t stay secret for ever.’

      Regret filled him. ‘Can I ever be redeemed?’

      ‘You already have been, in my eyes. When you gave up the chance to be Sable’s prize fire mage, and all the power and prestige that would have gone with it, so you could try to save Thorn from the Sons of Sanang? That’s what I remember, not the slaughter at Rainsby.’

      ‘Thanks, Carrie. It means a lot to me, but I don’t think Karalyn will ever agree.’

      ‘Then what are we doing here, boss? You heard Darine – no one will stop us if we leave.’

      He shook his head. ‘The twins. I can’t.’

      She nodded and turned to gaze out of the window.

      ‘What do you want?’ he said.

      ‘Me?’ she said. ‘I don’t know. I have no home, no family. I often think about Leisha; maybe I should have done the same as her, and found a job in Domm and settled down, but I doubt I’d have been happy for long. I don’t think I can rest until this war is over. I feel bad that we fought on the wrong side and want to try to do something to make up for it. I guess helping the Holdfasts might count.’

      ‘I thought you didn’t like them.’

      The young Kell woman paused. ‘I like Jemma and Cole.’

      ‘But not the actual Holdfasts?’

      ‘Karalyn is… I just don’t trust her, not after what she did to your memories. Who knows what she could be doing to our minds without us even realising? And her mother? Daphne Holdfast scares me a wee bit if I’m honest. She’s as ruthless as any Army of Pyre commander, and apparently she’s taken the lives of countless folk. That’s what bothers me about them the most. They’re pissed off at you, right? Because you killed civilians? But Daphne’s done the same, and her son Keir’s killed many more than you, and yet Karalyn doesn’t shun them. It’s hypocritical.’

      ‘They’re family,’ he shrugged. ‘Different rules.’

      ‘It’s bullshit, that’s what it is.’

      A loud rap came from the door.

      ‘Aye?’ yelled Carrie.

      The door opened and one of Shella’s guards poked her head through.

      ‘The First Holder wants you,’ she said.

      ‘Is there news?’ said Lennox, getting to his feet.

      The guard shrugged.

      Lennox glanced at Carrie, and they followed the guard out of the chamber and back up the stairs to the upper floor.

      ‘Wait here,’ the guard said, and disappeared through the entrance into the high mage’s quarters.

      Lennox puffed his cheeks out and walked to the narrow slit window, his nerves jangling. A sudden fear tore through him. What if he was a terrible father? After all, he had no memory of his own parents, and had no idea how to bring up children. His youth had been harsh and cruel, and he wanted to protect the twins from such a life, but beyond that, what did he know about being a father?

      The tall door opened and Daphne emerged. She looked tired, but a smile was on her lips.

      ‘Lennox,’ she said.

      He approached. ‘Aye?’

      ‘You have a baby son, and a baby daughter. Congratulations.’

      For a moment no one moved, then Lennox threw his arms round Daphne’s shoulders and hugged her. The Holdings woman laughed, and squeezed him with her good arm.

      ‘Are they well?’ he said, as he drew back from her.

      ‘Perfectly,’ she said. ‘A little early, but judging by the size of them, that’s probably for the best.’

      ‘And Karalyn?’

      ‘She’s worn out. It was a tough labour, I won’t deny it, but at least it was fairly quick.’

      ‘Can I see them?’

      Daphne nodded. She opened the door and led Lennox and Carrie through into a large sitting room, where Jemma was rocking Cole back and forth on a long couch. She smiled up at him as he passed.

      ‘This way,’ said Daphne, gesturing to a side door.

      They entered a dimly-lit chamber, where the curtains had been drawn across the bay windows. The last of the day’s sunshine was seeping through a gap, letting in a stream of light to complement the two candles burning on a table. Shella was resting in an armchair by the wall, her long, black hair tumbling over her shoulders. Next to her was a double bed; Darine was perched on the edge, while Karalyn was under a sheet, her back propped up with pillows. Her eyes caught Lennox as he walked in. She looked exhausted, and the room smelled of candles and blood.

      Their eyes met, and his anger at missing the birth was tempered by the love he felt for her. He heard Daphne close the door behind them, then Karalyn’s eyes flickered over to a pair of cots to her left. Lennox walked over to them and glanced down. Lying in each cot was a baby, swaddled in white cotton blankets, their little faces wrinkled as they slept. His heart drummed within his chest as he tried to take in what he was seeing; and he gazed at them in silence.

      After a moment, he felt Daphne’s presence by his left. She put a hand on his shoulder.

      ‘They’re beautiful,’ he said.

      ‘Aye,’ said Carrie, appearing to his right and peering into the cots. ‘Bonnie wee things.’

      Darine burst into tears. ‘I’m sorry,’ she sobbed, holding on to Karalyn’s hand.

      Karalyn smiled at her. ‘We’ll get your children back, Darine. I promise.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Daphne. ‘Once Karalyn’s back on her feet we shall be making use of the Quadrant again to search for Corthie and Kelsey. There are many things that could be accomplished with it.’

      ‘We can think about that later, mother,’ said Karalyn. She glanced around the room. ‘I want to speak to Lennox alone, please.’

      ‘Of course, dear,’ said Daphne. She leant over and kissed her daughter on the forehead, then ushered Darine and Carrie towards the door.

      Mage Shella got up from the armchair and walked over to the bed.

      ‘Thank you, Shella,’ said Karalyn as they embraced.

      ‘It was my pleasure,’ said Shella, grinning. ‘I remember your own birth, and your brothers’ and sister’s. Midwife to the Holdfasts, that’s me. Right, it’s Autumn’s Day Eve; I’m off to get drunk.’

      Lennox remained by the cots until the others had left the room and the door had been closed. He glanced over at Karalyn.

      ‘Are you angry?’ she said.

      Lennox turned his eyes back to the sleeping infants. He hated when she asked him questions like that. If he told the truth, he would be condemned by his own words, but if he lied she would know.

      ‘What’s done is done,’ he said. ‘The twins are what’s important, and you; that you’re all well. Do you have names for them?’

      ‘Come and sit on the bed,’ she said.

      Lennox lifted his head, and walked to the bedside.

      ‘Sit, please,’ she said.

      He sat on the edge of the thick mattress. The sheets were fresh and crisp, but he noticed a spot of blood on the floor that hadn’t been cleaned up.

      ‘Was it hard?’

      She smiled. ‘The hardest thing I’ve done.’

      He nodded.

      ‘I know you wanted to be here,’ she said, ‘and I know we agreed that you could, but it all happened so quickly; and when the pain started I realised I couldn’t take the risk.’

      ‘Risk? What do you mean? Do you think I would ever hurt them?’

      ‘No, don’t be stupid. I was worried they would hurt you.’

      He blinked. ‘What? Who?’

      ‘Cael and Kyra,’ she said.

      He glanced over to the cots.

      ‘They’re dream mages, Lennox,’ she went on. ‘They’re developing the same powers as me, and when I was only a few thirds old I almost killed my father because my mother was angry with him. I sensed her anger and I lashed out.’

      ‘Cael and Kyra,’ he said; ‘they have enough power to do that?’

      She nodded. ‘My bond with them has grown ever since I found out I was pregnant; I felt their emotions swirling within me every day. And now they’re born, I feel them still. They sense my moods as if they were experiencing them for themselves.’ She shook her head. ‘My mother told me that my labour was short, and that I was lucky, but it was worse than anything I’ve been through. If you’d been here and I’d cursed your name, the twins might have reacted, and I wouldn’t have been able to stop them. They were going through torment of their own; I could feel every second of their pain and discomfort as they made their way out into the world. They could have killed you at that moment.’

      Lennox said nothing, but he realised that his anger had gone. She had kept him away to protect him, not because she hated him.

      ‘Cael and Kyra,’ he said again. ‘Good choices.’

      ‘Cael’s full name is Cael ae Lennox Holdfast,’ she said. ‘I’ve still got to think of a middle name for Kyra.’

      He smiled. ‘You’re a mother.’

      ‘And you’re a father. Are you ready to help me bring up two baby dream mages?’
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      Stretton Sands, Eastern Plateau – 30th Day, Last Third Summer 526

      The Inner Sea sparkled all the way to the western horizon, where it met the deep red and orange sky in a shimmering sunset. Somewhere beyond lay the shore, then the plains of the western Plateau and the towering mass of the Black Mountains. On the other side of the treacherous slopes spread the great forestland of Sanang; the home of her people, and far in the distance, at the very edge of the continent where tall cliffs met the crashing waters of the Unknowable Ocean, was the village of Greyfalls Deepen, where she had once lived with her family.

      She wondered what was happening there. Nothing, most likely.

      Thorn had been a girl in Greyfalls Deepen; now she was a woman; a ruler. A soulwitch.

      Her long hair swirled in the breeze that swept over the battlements of Stretton Castle; her bare shoulders shivering in the sudden chill. She felt eyes on her; of Belinda and the handful of marines on duty, but she ignored them. Her daily climb up to the tallest tower of the castle was the closest she got to a moment’s peace and quiet and she was determined to savour it. Below to her right lay the walled town of Stretton Sands with all of its troubles and fears; but up on the castle walls she could imagine she lived a different life, far away from the war.

      ‘Look, there they are,’ said Belinda to her left, pointing out over the darkening sea. ‘They’re getting brave, coming this close.’

      Thorn glanced down at where her friend was gesturing. Amid the waters of the sea was a single black speck. As her eyes focussed, she made out a long hull and sails. The marines on guard clustered round the walls to take a look.

      ‘Rahain bastards,’ one of them muttered.

      ‘Send a runner to the harbour-master,’ said Belinda. ‘Tell him a Rahain destroyer has been spotted to the south-west, but no action is to be taken. I want the reserve crews to escort the fishing fleet tonight.’

      ‘Aye, Commander,’ said one of the marines, saluting and heading for the stone steps down to the lower levels of the tower.

      Thorn turned her eyes away from the ship and gazed in the direction of Rainsby.

      ‘It won’t be long,’ she said. ‘They’re coming.’

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Belinda, leaning against the battlements next to her. ‘It’s autumn tomorrow; maybe Agatha will judge that it’s too late in the year to mount another assault.’

      Thorn turned to the marines. ‘Please leave us.’

      They saluted and trooped down the stairs. When the last one had disappeared, she turned to Belinda.

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘They cannot wait. The archmages have scoured Rahain for every last recruit they could pressgang; their supply situation must be perilous to say the least. They’ll have to move that vast army they’ve assembled, or it’ll fall apart.’

      ‘I know. I was just trying to be positive.’

      ‘I prefer honesty, Belinda; you know that. No one wants to tell me bad news. For five long thirds we’ve sat here, preparing and planning as if Stretton Sands has a chance against Agatha. The defences of this town are as nothing compared to the walls and forts of Rainsby. All we’ll achieve by making a stand here is time; time for the Empire.’

      ‘Are you expecting the Empress to save us?’

      ‘Aren’t you? You know her better than I.’

      Belinda frowned. ‘Nyane always told me that Rainsby was the key to the entire imperial strategy. I don’t know if they have any plans for what to do if it fell. From Calder’s messages to Keir, I’d say that the Empress is making it up as she goes along.’

      Thorn suppressed a sigh. ‘Enough of politics and war. I come up her for ten minutes of peace. Talk about something else.’

      Belinda gazed out over the sea. ‘Keir doesn’t seem too upset about the fact that his younger brother and sister have been taken by the archmages.’

      ‘That’s because you’re blinded by your hatred of him.’

      ‘As you’re besotted by your love. Or is it just lust?’

      ‘Can it not be both?’

      Belinda snorted.

      ‘Instead of worrying about me,’ Thorn went on, ‘take a thought for yourself. When I first met you, you were still interested in looking like a young woman; now you’re in military uniform every day, and you make no effort over your appearance.’

      Belinda scowled. ‘I don’t dress to please anyone else.’

      ‘But you’re so beautiful,’ said Thorn. ‘It saddens me to see it go to waste.’

      ‘Maybe if I was interested in anyone,’ Belinda said, ‘but I’m not.’

      ‘Is there no one you like?’

      ‘You’re forgetting what a short time it is since I awakened,’ she said, gazing at the blue waters by the shore. ‘Do you want to know the first time I had lustful thoughts?’

      Thorn smiled. ‘Yes.’

      ‘It was when I met you.’

      Thorn blinked.

      ‘On the boat to Rainsby,’ Belinda went on; ‘you were talking about Calder; about how you liked him. I didn’t really know what you were talking about at first; Karalyn had never discussed any of those things with me, but I looked at Calder, and… realised what you meant.’

      Thorn blew out a long breath. ‘For a moment there I thought…’

      ‘What, that I fancied you?’ said Belinda, laughing. ‘I might be the only person in this town who doesn’t.’

      ‘So, Calder?’

      ‘I was with him and Karalyn all the way to Rahain and back. Calder’s alright to look at, but the more time I spent with him, the more I realised that he’s not what I’m looking for, if I’m looking for anything.’

      ‘What about Ravi? He followed you around Rainsby like a lost piglet.’

      ‘That insufferable prick?’ she said, rolling her eyes. ‘He’s almost as irritating as Keir.’ She turned to Thorn. ‘He’s so immature at times; why do you put up with it?’

      ‘I thought much the same when I first met him,’ she said, ‘but even then I could see the man he was going to become. You didn’t know him then; he’s changed so much.’

      ‘Then I dread to imagine what he used to be like.’

      ‘You, me, him; we’re all young. We’re all making mistakes. I know Keir’s made his, but so have I and so have you. His heart is strong and I have bound my fate to his.’

      Belinda shook her head.

      ‘One day you’ll admit you were wrong about him,’ Thorn went on. ‘I’ll be gracious about it.’

      Belinda smirked and looked away.

      Thorn smothered a frown. Why couldn’t Belinda see how much Keir had changed? He had won the respect of the marines and troopers in the town; they recognised how he had grown, not only before the fall of Rainsby, but through his dedication and hard work in the five thirds since. She loved Belinda, but hated the contempt in which she held Keir.

      ‘Talk about something else,’ she muttered.

      ‘You’re difficult to please today. Alright, did you know that I’ve spent a quarter of my life with you? I worked it out.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘I woke up two years and three thirds ago,’ she said, ‘and you arrived back in Rainsby in the middle of last winter. I lived the first half of my life with Karalyn, then a bit with Nyane, and now with you.’

      Thorn wanted to ask how she compared, but thought better of it. ‘I wonder what Karalyn is doing.’

      ‘She’ll be hiding,’ said Belinda. ‘It’s what she’s good at.’

      ‘Are you still bitter towards her?’

      ‘She denied me the right to use my own powers. Rainsby might still be standing if I’d been able to match Agatha.’

      Thorn glanced at the young woman. ‘You would go up against your own kind? Kill them?’

      ‘They want nothing but power, and will destroy everyone who gets in their way.’

      ‘But you are one of them.’

      ‘No. I was. I’ve had my eyes wide open these last two years, ever since I could walk and speak again. I know that the empire’s not perfect, but I’ve seen Rahain; seen what Agatha’s reign has done there. They’ll do the same to the rest of the world.’

      ‘How do we stop them?’

      Belinda shrugged. ‘The Holdfasts. That’s what Kelsey said, and it makes sense.’

      ‘You mean Karalyn,’ said Thorn, a cold wind gusting past her cheek as the sky began to darken. ‘Keir’s not resistant to Agatha’s mage powers, and Corthie and Kelsey are in the hands of the enemy.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Belinda, ‘I suppose I mean Karalyn.’

      Thorn nodded. ‘That’s something you share with Keir; neither of you like Karalyn.’

      ‘I guess he can’t be wrong about everything.’

      ‘And yet,’ Thorn went on, ‘deep down, I suspect you both love her.’

      ‘I used to. It sounds odd, but she was like a mother to me. My earliest memories are of her comforting me, feeding me; sitting by my bedside when I had nightmares; teaching me to speak and read. I trusted her, completely. She told me I had been found wandering in the city, and had taken me in, and I believed her. It was only when we were in the middle of Rahain that she told me the truth; that I’d tried to assassinate the Empress and Karalyn had wiped my mind. Not only that, but she also told me that I had the same powers as Agatha.’ She glanced at Thorn. ‘After so many lies, how could I ever trust her again?

      ‘At least Nyane was honest,’ Belinda went on. ‘She gave me responsibilities, and never patronised me; treated me like an adult. She was one of the few really good people that I knew, and she’s dead.’

      ‘Killed by the same traitor that kidnapped me from Rainsby.’

      ‘Sable.’

      ‘Yes.

      ‘I’ve never met her,’ Belinda said, ‘but if I ever do, I’ll kill her. She deserves it.’

      ‘Our enemies would say the same about us. Agatha, for instance.’

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ said Belinda, frowning. ‘Do you think I deserve to die?’

      ‘Of course not. Sable also murdered my best friend, here, in Stretton Sands; cut her down in cold blood because she annoyed her. I wouldn’t shed any tears for Sable’s demise. What I meant was that this war will never end in a peaceful settlement; it’ll only be resolved when one side annihilates the other.’

      ‘Then we just have to make sure we’re the ones doing the annihilating.’

      Thorn glanced at the young woman. She was her friend, but she was nothing like Bracken, whom Sable had killed for talking too loudly. Bracken had been devoted to her, and had kept coming back no matter how many times Thorn had neglected her or treated her unkindly. Belinda was an enigma. At times she displayed a sharp and brilliant mind, juggling logistics, training and the defences of the town, while giving orders to seasoned veterans as if she had been an officer all her life. Yet, at other times she could be almost childlike, selfish and cruel; and capable of an amoral ruthlessness.

      Who was she really? Who had she been before?

      ‘The Rahain ship’s gone,’ Belinda said, her gaze out to sea. ‘We should go back down to the harbour. We have work to do.’
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      Thorn’s calves ached as they descended the six hundred steps from Stretton Castle to the town below. Her daily climb had made her fitter and, beneath the sapphire dress, her legs were stronger than they had ever been. Dust from the hot, dry summer clung to the hem as she walked down the stone stairways; she would need to wash and change when she got to the bottom, as she did every day. Belinda kept up with her brisk pace, her eyes scanning the ships in the harbour basin, and the activity on the quayside.

      Thorn gazed up as the last of the day’s light faded into evening. The weather was starting to turn, but at least the rain was nothing like what Sanang experienced every year. The rainy season had driven her to despair when she had last lived in Greyfalls Deepen, and the climate in the southern Plateau was perfect in comparison, despite being much colder in winter.

      They took a break when they reached the bottom of the last stairway, resting by the edge of the harbour as the quayside lanterns were being lit. There was no wind in the town, and Thorn took a small pocket mirror from a bag and began brushing the wild tangles from her hair. The breeze up on the battlements of the castle always made her look like she had just woken up, and she took her time; pulling the brush through her hair as Belinda watched from the corner of her eye. Gulls called overhead, as they glided in lazy circles over the masts of the small fishing fleet tied up by a pier. Thorn wished she had known the town in peacetime. Half of it lay in ruins following its capture and re-capture, but what remained showed that it had once been a prosperous, thriving settlement. She knew every inch of it, having explored its streets and squares over the thirds she had lived there. She loved it, despite the rows of burnt-out streets, the piles of rubble, and the mounds where the dead lay buried.

      ‘Your hair’s fine,’ said Belinda; ‘come on.’

      Thorn checked one last time in the mirror, then slipped it and the small brush back into her bag. She nodded to her guards and they set off; the marines taking up a flanking position as they entered the quayside. Workers and sailors stopped what they were doing to pause and look up at her as she passed. A few cried out greetings, and she tilted her head at them. She sent out a mild wave of good health, spreading it across the harbour front, and was rewarded with smiles and straightened backs. They might not understand why, but her presence made them feel good about themselves.

      It was a trick, she knew, and both Keir and Belinda disapproved, but she didn’t care.

      They left the busy waterfront and took a road that led to a cluster of administrative buildings at the heart of the harbour. The grand harbour master’s offices dominated a small plaza ringed with streetlamps, and Thorn lived in an elegant four-storey mansion next to it. The guards escorted them to the main steps leading to the offices and they halted.

      ‘Here’s where I leave you,’ said Thorn. ‘I’ll be down once I’ve changed.’

      Belinda nodded. ‘I’ll be with the quartermaster.’

      They embraced and Thorn kissed her on the cheek. Belinda turned and ascended the steps, disappearing into the heavily guarded offices. Thorn glanced at her guards and they moved off again, walking the twenty yards to the mansion. More guards saluted her as she went through the doorway and climbed the stairs to the quarters she shared with Keir.

      She left her escort at the entrance to her living chambers and went in. She closed the door behind her and frowned as she saw Keir sitting on a chair by the dark window.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ she said. ‘I thought you were at work.’

      Keir said nothing, not even turning to look, his gaze directed out of the window. She walked across the room so she could see his face. His eyes were clouded over. Visioning. She stared at him, taking in his features; knowing that he was oblivious to her presence. He was handsome; the best looking boy she had ever known, and, almost as importantly, he looked the same age as her. It was hard to believe he was still seventeen, though his birthday was only a third and a half away. She had turned nineteen on Summer’s Day, and longed to be a mere year older than him, rather than two. She told herself that it would matter less the older they got, but knew that Belinda still looked on him as a boy. Acorn did too, though she was sure her sister thought of him more fondly than Belinda did.

      She touched his cheek with a finger, and traced it across the stubble covering his chin; using her powers to sense the energy rippling within him. He was strong, and she shuddered as his powerful life force tingled through her fingertips.

      She smiled, and turned away. Maybe if she was quick, she could be washed and dressed by the time he had finished using his vision powers. She walked into their large bathroom and unbuttoned the sapphire dress she had worn on her trip to the castle. There was no hot water, and she shivered as she washed herself, then pulled a towel round her. Her hair would have to wait. There was always hot water in the mornings, when huge kettles were boiled for tea and laundry; she could wash it then. She stepped back out into the living room. Keir remained in the same position as she had last seen him, his eyes fixed on the window, his features glowing in the reflected light of the room’s solitary lamp.

      She entered their bedroom and opened her wardrobe. Inside hung her small collections of dresses, robes and gowns, all in various shades of blue, from teal and aquamarine to dark navy. She reached out and ran a hand over the fabric. She and Keir had dinner planned that evening with the harbour master and the commanders of the marines, and she always tried to look her best for such occasions. A couple of dresses needed some needlework repairs, but she had no time to fix them that day. She selected a light blue dress and took it from the wardrobe.

      The door opened behind her.

      ‘Karalyn’s had twins,’ said Keir.

      Thorn frowned. ‘What?’ she said, turning. ‘Is that who you were speaking to just now? Where is she?’

      Keir walked into the bedroom, closing the door behind him. ‘No. I was in Calder’s mind.’

      ‘Again? You’ve been talking to him nearly every day recently, but I don’t see the point. Is the Empress any closer to starting negotiations with us?’

      ‘No. Calder said that she can’t admit in public that she’s thinking about accepting us back into the empire. She’ll never negotiate openly with us.’

      She watched him as he walked over and sat on the bed. ‘We’ve discussed this, Keir,’ she said. ‘I thought we agreed that we’d only speak to the Empress if she acknowledges us.’

      ‘Calder wants to keep the lines of communication open,’ he said, lighting a cigarette. ‘I agree.’

      ‘Fine,’ she said, turning to the full length mirror by the wall. She lit another lamp and gazed at her reflection. She looked tired, and fed up. She tried to smile. ‘So, Karalyn?’

      ‘Yeah. Twins. Today. My mother contacted the Empress to let her know.’

      ‘Your mother? Have the Holdfasts finally come out of hiding? Wait, is that why they were hiding; because of Karalyn’s pregnancy? Who’s the father?’

      ‘Right,’ he laughed. ‘I’ll answer one at a time. No, my mother and sister are still in hiding; they didn’t give Calder any clue about their location.’

      ‘So it was just like when they told us that Corthie was missing?’

      ‘Yeah. My mother reached out then, and she’s done the same today. A boy and a girl. The father’s a Kellach soldier.’

      ‘A soldier, eh? A marine?’

      ‘Calder didn’t specify. He said that my mother was in and out in under a minute; he tried to ask her a load of questions, but she ignored them. The only other thing she wanted to talk about was whether there had been news of Corthie or Kelsey.’

      Thorn nodded. ‘And your son, is he…?’

      ‘He’s still with them, yeah. Safe.’

      They fell into silence for a moment.

      ‘That’s good news about Karalyn,’ Thorn said after a while. ‘I’m glad her mother was there to help her through it.’

      Keir said nothing.

      ‘And Daphne Holdfast now has three grandchildren.’

      ‘Can we change the subject?’

      Thorn knew he hated discussing children, and the reasons why.

      ‘Your mother must be disappointed,’ she went on, ‘that she won’t be getting any more from us.’

      ‘Stop it,’ he said. ‘It’s useless to go on about it. I don’t know why you care that we can’t have children together; we don’t even want any.’

      ‘You don’t want any,’ she said. ‘You’ve already got one.’

      ‘Does that mean you want to go with a Sanang man so you can have a baby?’

      ‘Of course not.’

      ‘Then why bring it up again? You know that Holdings and Kellach can’t make babies with the Sanang; you knew that before we got together.’ He frowned, his eyes filling with irritation. ‘You just like torturing yourself.’

      Thorn sat down at her dressing table, the towel still wrapped under her shoulders, and began to put her make up on.

      Keir scowled at her from the bed. ‘You bring this shit up, then walk away. Are you so desperate for a baby?’

      ‘I’m not desperate,’ she said. ‘Being pregnant right now would be a nightmare; but I’m having a problem coming to terms with the fact that I’ll never have children, which is what will happen if we stay together. I need you to recognise that.’

      ‘I do,’ he cried, ‘but what can I do about it?’

      ‘Remain calm when I bring it up, for a start.’

      She couldn’t see his face, but could imagine the glower that would be upon it.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

      She stopped midway through applying blush to listen.

      ‘You’re right,’ he went on. ‘I forget how painful this is for you. If we were both childless, then at least we would be in it together, but me already having a son, even though I’ve never seen him, must make it seem so unfair to you. I’ll try to remember that.’

      She turned. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘There was a whole other reason I came in here,’ he said.

      She turned back to the mirror. ‘Yes?’

      ‘Yeah, the reason I went to speak to Calder.’ He paused, and she heard him light another cigarette. ‘I went to Rainsby, to check if anything was happening.’

      She froze. ‘And is it?’

      ‘Yes.’

      She put down her powder brush and faced him.

      ‘The Rahain army was assembled on the plain to the south of the town,’ he said; ‘divided in two. One third was positioned to the west, while the other two thirds began marching east, towards us. At the same time, the entire fleet built by the Rahain over the summer left the harbour: destroyers and supply vessels. They split into two groups as well, to shadow the land armies on their marches, I suppose. I didn’t get too close, in case Agatha saw me, but I didn’t need to. They must have emptied Rahain to fill their armies.’

      ‘They’re going to sweep up both sides of the Inner Sea at once.’

      ‘Yeah, looks like it; just as we predicted.’

      ‘Artillery?’

      ‘I counted a score of stone-throwers for each army, and hundreds of wagons.’

      ‘So we have twenty days, maybe?’

      He nodded. She clenched her fists, her heart sinking. She had known this day would come, but it still felt like a surprise.

      ‘And you thought it best to tell me Karalyn’s news first?’

      ‘I wasn’t planning on saying that when I walked in. It just came out.’

      ‘And you went straight to Calder to tell him?’

      ‘You weren’t here,’ he said. ‘I knew you’d be up on the castle, so I thought I’d save time and let Calder know. He is the herald.’

      ‘The herald of an empress that refuses to send us reinforcements or supplies, and denounces us as traitors in public,’ she said. ‘I’m tempted to take the marines and head for the mountains. Are we fodder to be consumed so that Bridget can enjoy a little more time on the throne?’

      Keir’s eyes widened, but he kept his mouth closed.

      Thorn got up from the dressing table and glared at him. ‘Can you give me a reason why I shouldn’t just go? Why should the marines, who have risked their lives so many times for us, remain here to be slaughtered by Agatha?’

      ‘We can hold Stretton Sands.’

      Thorn snorted. ‘Compared to Rainsby, the defences of this town are pathetic. It will fall in a day. It already has, twice. Do you think this time will be any different?’

      Keir shook his head. ‘We fight for every inch.’

      ‘Is that what Calder told you? Did he tell you to be brave and defend Stretton Sands? To do it for the empire? Do you so long to be proclaimed a hero in Plateau City that you’d take the name of martyr at the same time?’

      ‘Do you ever tire of asking questions?’ he said, getting up from the bed. ‘I’m staying here; you can run if you want. I’ll fight Agatha, and burn the new army of Rahain to ashes while you hide in the mountains.’

      ‘Fine, I’ll go. You can stay here and be the Empress’s little puppy, but I’m taking the marines with me. I don’t see why they should be sacrificed to your stupidity.’

      He gazed at her from the other side of the bed, while her anger simmered.

      ‘What?’ she said.

      ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘Letting you leave alone would be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done. If you leave, then I’ll be by your side. If I end up in a mountain cave living off rainwater and weeds, then I’ll still be happy so long as I’m with you. But I plead with you – stay and fight.’

      She stood in silence as he walked round the bed to join her. He put his hand up to her face, and wove his fingers through her hair.

      ‘I love you,’ he said, gazing down at her.

      Thorn locked her eyes with his. She knew she wouldn’t leave; knew that she would stand at the walls of Stretton Sands and fight, with Keir by her side. Her legend demanded it; there was no room for fleeing to the mountains like a coward, even though that was what she wanted to do.

      ‘I’ll stay and fight,’ she said.

      Keir opened his mouth to speak, but she reached up to his face, drew it down with her fingers, and their lips met.
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      Eastern Desert, Republic of the Holdings – 30th Day, Last Third Summer 526

      ‘Who or what am I?’ said Kelsey.

      Ravi said nothing, a frown on his lips.

      ‘Who or what am I?’ Kelsey repeated. ‘Come on, Ravi.’

      ‘I’m not playing this stupid game any more. It’s driving me crazy.’

      Kelsey smirked from where she sat on the pile of straw a few yards from him, chains linking their wrists and ankles to an iron railing attached to the stone wall of the outhouse. ‘Is it because I keep winning?’

      ‘Cheating, you mean. You always pick obscure weirdoes from the Holdings past, when you know I understand nothing about your history.’

      ‘Or any history,’ she said. ‘This game’s really shown up your lack of education. Did you actually attend school when you were young?’

      ‘I attended,’ he said. ‘I might not have always paid attention.’

      ‘Who or what am I?’

      He glared at her.

      ‘Come on, I’ll make it easy.’

      ‘Fine,’ he sighed. ‘Are you a person?’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘Holdings?’

      ‘Yup.’

      ‘What a surprise. Are you alive?’

      ‘Probably. Usual caveat applies; we’ve been prisoners for over five thirds; things may have changed. I’m going to go with aye.’

      ‘Are you a man?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Have I met you?’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘Your mother?’

      Kelsey frowned. ‘Nope. When did you meet my mother?’

      ‘After Karalyn brought me back from Rahain. She was there for your father’s funeral. I spoke to her briefly a couple of times.’

      Kelsey’s eyes drifted for a moment. ‘No, it’s not her.’

      ‘Are you under thirty?’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘Under twenty?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘A mage?’

      Kelsey smiled. ‘You’re getting warmer.’

      Ravi shook his head. ‘Hang on, are you a psychopathic murdering bitch who’s ruined my life for a second time?’

      ‘You got it!’ Kelsey said. ‘Though I happen to think I’m just misunderstood.’

      Ravi laughed. ‘Hello, Sable.’

      ‘Right, your turn.’

      ‘Can we leave it? My head hurts.’

      ‘What, you want to sit in silence? I can’t handle the silence.’

      ‘I know,’ he groaned. ‘Your constant chattering is like being continually stabbed in the head with a fork. Please, just five minutes?’

      She scowled at him, then turned her head away.

      He let out a long breath. He could see he had offended her, but needed a moment’s peace. He glanced around the bare interior of the small outhouse. It was lit by a couple of slats high up on the walls, which let in the sunlight during the day. He wiped sweat from his forehead, a chain jangling from his right wrist. It was warm, though not as scorching as it had been earlier in the summer. A covered toilet-pail sat in the shadows of one corner, while their water jug stood empty next to them. He had gotten used to thirst, and hunger, during their long imprisonment. And perpetual discomfort. And the bites from flies.

      ‘Do you think she’s coming back tonight?’ Kelsey said.

      He glanced at her.

      She shrugged. ‘That was about five minutes.’

      ‘I don’t know. I hope not.’

      ‘It’s Autumn’s Day tomorrow.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘There will be tons of parties, even out here in the desert. Every village and farm will be celebrating. Maybe Sable will be partying.’

      ‘Maybe she’ll drink herself to death, or accidentally fall into a ditch and break her neck.’

      ‘And what do you think our guards would do if that happened?’

      ‘The useless bastards would probably panic and run away.’

      ‘Then we don’t really want her dead. We’d starve to death if they ran away.’

      ‘Actually, we’d die of thirst first.’

      ‘Don’t “actually” me, ya pedantic wee prick. The outcome’s the same. We need Sable or we’re never getting out of here. Besides, I’ve seen her in a vision, so I know she’s not dead.’

      ‘You had a new vision?’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

      ‘I’m telling you now, mister don’t-speak-to-me.’

      ‘When did you have it? Was it through my eyes?’

      ‘No, it was one of the guards, the old guy, when he was in here yesterday.’

      ‘What did you see?’

      ‘Not much. Sable was shouting at him; complaining about how useless he was.’

      ‘Then it might have already happened. She was on at him this morning.’

      ‘No. She had a cut lip in the vision.’

      ‘Did someone hit her?’

      ‘No idea.’

      ‘I hope it’s me that gets to do it.’

      ‘She’d kick your arse in her sleep.’

      He frowned. Kelsey grinned back. She had passed her sixteenth birthday in captivity, a fact she had whispered to him from across the tiny underground cell they had been sharing in the River Holdings at the time. Sable had kept them there for a third and a half before moving them into the desert, where it was much quieter. Despite her new age, he still looked upon her as a girl; an annoying little sister. She drove him crazy but he loved her all the more for it.

      ‘Why are we still alive?’ he said.

      ‘That’s it,’ she said. ‘That’s the question, though it should be “why am I still alive?”. It’s obvious why Sable’s keeping you; you made her those gems in the River Holdings. She’d be broke without you. But me? I’m a Holdfast, the archmages want us dead, and Sable works for them. Yet here I am.’

      ‘We’ve been through this a million times.’

      ‘Hey, you brought it up. The fact that I’m still alive means that Sable’s lying to us. She can’t be working for the archmages, because if she was, then she’d have killed me or at least handed me over to them. She’s not keeping me alive out of sympathy; look what she did to Nyane. Therefore she must be defying them, and she needs me to help her in some way.’

      ‘Bullshit. What would she need you for?’

      ‘She knows I can see the future.’

      ‘Yeah, but I’ve never once heard her mention it. Maybe you’re a bargaining chip. The daughter of the First Holder – you must be worth something as a hostage. Maybe she’s demanded a ransom from your family. How much would you fetch, do you think?’

      ‘My mother would never negotiate with her. If she knew where we were she’d be here, and she’d kill every one of our captors, Sable included.’

      ‘Yeah, but Sable won’t have told her our location. It’ll be a furtive “stick the money under the bush” sort of operation. Your mother would surely pay to see you alive and safe.’

      ‘No,’ Kelsey said. ‘You don’t know her. She’d slaughter them, but she’d never pay. And anyway, if Sable was going to make a deal, then it would have been done by now. If I’m a bargaining chip, then Sable’s been holding out on the archmages, not my family. My guess is that she’s a renegade now, and the archmages are looking for her.’

      ‘They will be if they know she’s got you.’

      ‘They must. Our kidnapping was witnessed by dozens of students in the University quad. The archmages’ spies in Plateau City must have heard about it.’

      ‘Maybe she told them she killed you.’

      ‘Aye, that’s a possibility, but I think they’d want proof. At the very least Agatha would read Sable’s mind and discover she was lying. She’ll know that, of course.’

      ‘And that’s why we’re lying low.’

      ‘Exactly.’

      Ravi sighed. ‘I don’t know; it’s all just speculation. Sable tells us nothing, and the guards are idiots.’

      ‘We can only go on facts,’ she said. ‘We’re well looked after, relatively. We’re fed, and get enough water to drink, and these clothes…’ She gestured to her tunic. ‘While not exactly the height of fashion, they’re not rags either.’

      ‘So you’re saying we’re living in luxury,’ he snorted, ‘when we have to shit in a bucket while flies bite us on the ass?’

      ‘I’m saying that Sable wants to keep us alive, that’s all. We’re getting out of here, Ravi. I don’t know when, but all we need to do is keep our nerve.’

      ‘I was a prisoner for a year in Rahain. It was much worse than this, so I guess you’re right in a way.’

      ‘I’m always right.’

      ‘So we wait, and hope that your sister swoops in to rescue us?’

      Kelsey smiled. ‘She did for you last time.’

      ‘That was just luck. She was in the Rahain Capital to spy on their government, and happened to notice my diamond mage powers being used. I’m not sure I can be that lucky twice.’

      ‘Randomness clusters.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Never mind. I guess I agree with you; I don’t think either my sister or my mother are coming to save us. I think we’ll have to do it on our own. Tell me again about the wood thing.’

      He shifted his position on the straw pile, crossing his legs under him. ‘It’s only happened once, as I said. When me, Kerri and my sister were locked into a compartment in the bottom of a barge. I touched the wooden planks of the hull, and felt the wood respond. It wasn’t like clay, I couldn’t mould it or control it; all I could do was release its bonds and cause it to disintegrate. I ended up blowing a huge hole in the side of the barge, and it sank to the bottom of the canal.’

      ‘Why has no one ever heard of this power?’

      ‘I have a theory.’

      ‘I thought you might. Go on, then.’

      ‘I’ve tried to do it again many times since, and it’s never worked; I’ve never felt a thing. So why did it happen then? I think it’s because I’d been practising my diamond mage powers so much. I’d been doing it every night for thirds, and getting better at it. It’s not like other powers; to be good at it I have to practise over and over, otherwise the power fades away, fast. So, I think what happens is that when my diamond powers are running at high pitch, that’s when I might be able to affect wood as well.’

      ‘What about now?’ Kelsey said. ‘Sable’s been bringing you stones every evening. This is the first day in ages you haven’t spent hours at it. Can you feel it now?’

      Ravi rolled his eyes. ‘Do you see any wood around here?’

      ‘Fuck you, smartarse.’

      ‘Fuck you right back.’

      He turned away, glaring at the wall as the light in the outhouse started to darken.

      ‘Hey, Ravi,’ she said.

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘Who or what am I?’
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        * * *

      

      Something brushed past his face and his eyes opened. The outhouse was in darkness; the air cool. He pulled his blanket over himself and tried to get comfortable again; the presence of rats no longer bothering him. The cellar in the River Holdings had been teeming with the creatures, forcing the captives to stay awake at night to ensure they weren’t bitten. Out in the desert though, there were fewer, and they ignored Ravi and Kelsey. He lay back, listening to the scurrying sounds made by their paws as they rooted about.

      As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he made out the form of Kelsey sleeping a couple of yards to his left, curled up on the straw, every inch of her skin covered by a blanket to keep the rats away. He scratched a fresh insect bite on the back of his legs and frowned, feeling the hard ground beneath the straw, and the iron shackle digging into his ankle.

      A light was flickering through the high window slats, from where the guards outside were warming themselves by a brazier. They had been in earlier that evening, to hand out food and water, and to empty the toilet pail. Kelsey had chatted to them, as she usually did, but they had said nothing in return.

      He gazed up at the dark ceiling, the same ceiling he had been looking at for over two thirds. His diamond powers were a curse, he had decided. They had brought him nothing but misery, and he marvelled at the thought he had once believed they would make him rich. He had been working on another set of stones for Sable, enough to enable her to pay for the guards and supplies at least, once he had transformed them completely.

      His ears pricked up as he heard the sound of a horse approaching outside; its shoes crunching on the gravel. The sound of raised voices filtered into the outhouse.

      Sable. Shouting at the guards again, though her voice was slurred.

      Ravi sat up, his back against the wall, waiting as more noise echoed from the farmyard. The door of the outhouse opened, and a figure entered. She was carrying a lit lantern, and had a bag over her shoulder.

      ‘Good evening, prisoners,’ said Sable.

      She closed the door behind her, and hung the lantern from a hook, its light flooding the small interior.

      ‘What time is it?’ muttered Ravi.

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Sable, sitting on a chair and taking the bag from over her shoulder. ‘Midnight?’

      She set the bag down at her feet and opened it.

      ‘What happened to your face?’ he said, noticing a cut on her lower lip.

      She glanced up, grinning at him. ‘Had a little disagreement in the local village. Bastard slapped me. You can imagine what state I left him in.’

      ‘What was it about?’

      She shrugged. ‘He was getting fresh. I told him to lay off, but he wouldn’t take no for an answer.’

      Ravi said nothing as she continued to search in the bag. He hated himself for talking to her, and often pledged to himself that he would ignore her the next time she came in, but he never did. Kelsey stirred, and pulled the blanket from her head.

      ‘You?’ she said. ‘Disturbing my sleep again.’

      ‘Good evening Miss Holdfast, and a happy Autumn’s Day to you.’

      ‘It’ll be a happy one if you piss off and leave us alone.’

      ‘So you’re not interested in the gifts I bring?’ Sable said. ‘There was a fine little market in the village, with plenty of goodies on sale for the holiday.’

      Kelsey sat up, frowning. ‘Are you drunk?’ She glanced at Ravi. ‘Cut lip.’

      ‘I saw it,’ he said.

      ‘So I had a few drinks and got in a fight,’ Sable said. ‘Can’t a girl have any fun?’ She pulled out a large sealed jug of rum from the bag and set it down at her feet. ‘Ah,’ she said, ‘there it is.’ Her arm swooped in, and she took out a small box. She picked up the bag and threw it to Ravi. ‘Help yourself to the rest.’

      He caught it and gazed inside, his mouth watering from the smell.

      ‘The meat pies will still be warm,’ Sable said, ‘and there’s tobacco, and fruit, and even a bit of chocolate.’ She opened the small box that she had taken from the bag and withdrew a weedstick.

      ‘Is that dreamweed?’ Ravi said, as he emptied the bag of his share.

      ‘It surely is. You can have some later, if you’re a good boy.’

      Kelsey shook her head. ‘Are you trying to bribe us into liking you again? It’ll never work.’ She lifted her right hand and rattled her chains. ‘See these? I tend to find the presence of shackles a hindrance to true friendship, wouldn’t you agree?’

      ‘I was feeling sorry for you,’ Sable said, lighting up the weedstick. ‘I shouldn’t have bothered.’

      Ravi passed the bag over to Kelsey, who took it. She reached inside and laid out the items on the straw before her, as Ravi started tucking into his share. The meat pie was warm and he savoured every mouthful. Sable unstoppered the jug of rum and took a swig.

      ‘I notice,’ she said to Kelsey, ‘that you still intend to enjoy what I brought you?’

      ‘We only eat what you bring,’ Kelsey said, ‘otherwise we’d starve. Does that make you feel powerful?’

      ‘No. You’re a responsibility, and responsibilities are boring.’

      ‘How long are you going to keep us prisoner?’

      Sable shrugged.

      ‘When did you fall out with Agatha?’

      The Holding mage frowned. ‘Do me a favour, Kelsey, and shut up for a while.’

      ‘Don’t tell her to shut up,’ said Ravi.

      Sable shook his head at him. ‘I remember when you used to quite like me.’

      ‘That was before I discovered you were a murdering traitor.’

      ‘You still like me, don’t you?’ she said to him, leaning forward on her chair, her gaze focussed on him. ‘I can read it in your thoughts. You hate yourself for it, but you still want me. Admit it.’

      Ravi looked away.

      Sable laughed, and took another swig of rum.

      Kelsey held up a cigarette she had rolled from the small pouch of tobacco that Sable had included in the bag. ‘How am I supposed to light this? You didn’t put matches in with it.’

      ‘Of course not,’ said Sable. ‘I can’t have you little scamps burning the place down. Pass it here.’

      Kelsey threw the cigarette to Sable, and the mage’s hand shot out to catch it. She lit it off the smouldering end of the weedstick and walked over to Kelsey.

      ‘Here,’ she said, handing it back.

      The Holdfast girl took it and leaned against the wall, smoking.

      ‘Tell us some news, anything,’ said Ravi. He had finished the pie, and was unwrapping the small block of chocolate.

      Sable took her seat again. She said nothing for a moment, then glanced at Kelsey.

      ‘Your mother’s resigned from her post as First Holder.’

      ‘What?’ said Kelsey. ‘Where is she?’

      ‘No idea. She sent a letter to the parliament, formally relinquishing her powers, so that the caretaker government can go ahead with fresh elections this winter.’

      ‘I assume your uncle will be standing?’

      ‘Presumably.’

      ‘You haven’t asked him?’ said Kelsey. ‘If he wins, will he proclaim himself king? Does he think that’ll make him royal? He’s an idiot.’

      ‘My uncle’s political ambitions are of no concern to me. If it comes to pass, however, I will expect you to address me as “your highness”.’

      ‘Aye, right,’ said Kelsey.

      ‘Have you been in contact with her?’ said Ravi.

      Sable frowned. ‘With who?’

      ‘Daphne Holdfast.’

      ‘Of course not. Why would I want to speak to her?’

      ‘Her daughter’s your prisoner,’ said Ravi. ‘You could ask for a ransom.’

      Sable shook her head. ‘Daphne Holdfast would never pay a ransom.’

      Kelsey smiled. ‘Told you.’

      ‘And anyway,’ Sable said, ‘why would I want to give up my prize? I captured Kelsey fair and square; I’m not about to give her up.’

      ‘But why her?’

      ‘Drunk I may be,’ she said, ‘but I’m not about to divulge my plans to you.’

      ‘Did my mother say anything else?’ said Kelsey.

      ‘Not that I know of. The news must be all over the Holdings by now if it’s reached this shithole.’

      ‘You mean you didn’t use your powers to learn it?’

      The Holdings mage frowned.

      ‘What would stop you from using your powers?’ Kelsey went on.

      Sable smirked. ‘I just used them on Ravi.’

      ‘Is one of the archmages in the Holdings?’ said Kelsey, ignoring her. ‘Are you worried that they’ll sense you using your powers if you vision to Holdings City? Is that why we’re in the desert? Are we hiding from them?’

      ‘Guess all you like,’ said Sable. ‘I’m telling you nothing.’

      ‘You want to tell us, though, don’t you?’ Kelsey said. ‘You’re dying to tell somebody. You must desperately need a friend if you’re choosing to spend your evening with us, bribing us with gifts so we’ll be nice to you.’

      ‘You can be a right little bitch.’

      ‘But a correct one, nevertheless.’

      ‘Partly,’ Sable said, taking a deep draw from the weedstick. ‘I’ve been an agent for years; I don’t have friends. I gave up the idea of having people too close to me a long time ago. It would only cause pain.’

      ‘How long have you been a traitor?’ said Ravi.

      ‘Say that word again and there will be no weed for you tonight, young man,’ Sable said. ‘I started working for the Empress in my teens; my Blackhold connections with Daphne Holdfast helped me come to the attention of Isobel, the High Mage at the time. All of that is public knowledge, and that’s all I have to say on the matter.’

      She took another draw then stood and passed the weedstick to Ravi.

      ‘Thanks,’ he said.

      ‘Don’t thank her until she unchains you,’ said Kelsey.

      Sable poured out measures of rum into two mugs, then slid them across the floor to Ravi and Kelsey.

      ‘I’ll bring the stones again tomorrow,’ she said to Ravi. ‘I thought I’d give you a day off.’

      Ravi picked up the mug and nodded.

      ‘How soon will any be ready?’ she said.

      ‘Maybe five or six days for the most advanced one?’ he said. ‘Do you want me to concentrate on that?’

      ‘Yeah. We’re running low on cash, especially after I spent so much at the festival today. That chocolate wasn’t cheap, and I bought coffee for the morning.’

      Ravi swayed where he sat, the effects of the weed and alcohol hitting after so long without. He put down the mug, and offered the smokestick to Kelsey.

      She took one draw then passed it on to Sable. Ravi’s vision swam for a moment.

      ‘It’s because she can see the future, isn’t it?’ he said, his voice sounding strange to his ears. ‘That’s why you want to keep Kelsey.’

      Sable squinted at him. ‘Are you drunk already?’

      ‘Answer the question.’

      ‘Alright, I’ll give you this one. No, I’m not interested in knowing the future. I’d quite like to avoid knowing it, to be honest; why ruin the surprise?’

      ‘Then you knew she could do it?’

      ‘I can’t read her mind,’ Sable said, ‘but I can read yours. I must have read you hundreds of times, from the first moment we met on the road to Anamindhari. And I regularly read your memories, so I can catch up with what you two rascals talk about when I’m not here. Did you think you could hide that from me?’

      Ravi frowned, feeling exposed and open before her.

      ‘I’m glad you’ll never know what I’m thinking,’ said Kelsey.

      ‘The thoughts of a sixteen-year-old girl don’t interest me much,’ said Sable.

      ‘You’re a bad liar.’

      ‘I doubt I would have been quite so successful at my job if that were the case. My entire vocation depends upon being a good liar. Ravi certainly never doubted my story for a minute, right up until the moment I captured him the first time.’

      ‘But he’s gullible,’ said Kelsey. ‘I can hear whenever you use your powers, did you know that? I can sense all the times you’ve raided Ravi’s mind, and also the many times you’ve tried to get into my head. “Not interested”? Aye, right.’

      Sable’s smile faded. ‘You can do what? You can hear powers?’

      ‘Aye. Just like Karalyn.’

      The Holdings mage crouched forward in her chair. ‘I want you to tell me if you hear anything… approach. Anything at all.’

      ‘And who might be approaching?’

      ‘Just do it.’

      ‘Do you seriously believe I’ll warn you if I sense my mother coming here to chop your head off?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Then it’s not her you’re worried about.’

      Sable snorted. ‘As if I’d be even remotely concerned by the prospect of meeting your mother in a fight. It would be over in ten seconds. She might have been good twenty years ago, but now? I’d go easy on her, for your sake; let her keep her dignity before I struck her down.’

      ‘Pity you didn’t offer Nyane the same chance.’

      ‘I did,’ Sable said. ‘She chose to put herself in harm’s way. If she’d stayed crouching on the cobbles I wouldn’t have bothered with her, but she just had to act all brave and try to save you. It was her mother that betrayed you, did you know that?’

      ‘Nyane’s mum?’ said Ravi, his eyes wide.

      ‘Yeah,’ said Sable. ‘It was me that brought her from Rahain to the Plateau, so she could be reunited with her family. The only task she had, was to report any sightings of the Holdfasts in Plateau City. I checked in with her every ten days, until finally she told me – Kelsey Holdfast is in the city. Not only that, but she visits the same coffee shop at the same time every day.’ She snapped her fingers. ‘You couldn’t have made it easier.’

      ‘Nyane’s mum,’ Ravi said again. ‘I can’t believe it; she seemed so nice.’

      ‘I’m sure she’s a lovely woman,’ said Sable. ‘She had no idea who the Holdfasts were; she’d never heard of them. An awful tragedy that her actions led to the death of her daughter.’

      ‘You evil piece of shit,’ said Kelsey.

      ‘An unavoidable consequence of the job, I’m afraid.’

      ‘What, like my sister, Yanin?’ said Ravi.

      ‘She attacked me,’ said Sable. ‘I was defending myself. I didn’t want to kill her.’

      ‘All I hear are excuses,’ said Kelsey. ‘Is that how you live with yourself?’

      Sable swigged from the jug. ‘Pretty much.’

      Ravi gazed at her, his hatred battling with other, more carnal feelings. She had been right earlier; he did want her. He had followed her on the road to Anamindhari because he had been smitten from the moment he saw her. True, he had mostly forgotten about her during and after his imprisonment in Rahain, and had recently been in the company of Belinda and Thorn, who were both exceptionally beautiful, but seeing Sable again had reignited something he wished he could suppress. She caught him looking at her and smirked. He flushed, loathing himself.

      ‘I’m going to have to gag both of you in a few days’ time,’ she said.

      Why?’ said Ravi.

      ‘Builders are coming round to start work on a new annexe. Can’t have you living in this outhouse all winter.’

      Kelsey frowned. ‘You’re building us a new place to live?’

      ‘Yeah. Somewhere more comfortable, but also more secure.’ She glanced at Ravi. ‘That’s another reason I’ll be needing more diamonds as soon as possible. Think of it as a down-payment on your new, more luxurious accommodation.’

      Ravi’s heart sank. Winter? Was she ever going to let them go? Would he be making diamonds for the rest of his live, enslaved by Sable Blackhold?

      ‘We shall see, Ravi,’ she said, her eyes boring through him. ‘Who knows what the future will bring? But for now, let’s get comfortable.’

      ‘I know the future,’ said Kelsey, ‘well, a bit of it. A small bit.’

      ‘I don’t want to know.’

      ‘I wasn’t going to tell you,’ she said, lifting her mug and downing the last of the rum. ‘All I will say is, we won’t be comfortable for long.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          

      

    

    







            The Boathouse

          

        

      

    

    
      Colsbury Castle, Republic of the Holdings – 18th Day, First Third Autumn 526

      Karalyn splashed water into her face, her eyes bleary. The days and nights had merged into one, but she had managed a three-hour stretch of sleep, the longest she had enjoyed in days. The dark room was silent, heavy shutters blocking out the morning light. Her body ached all over, and she longed to clamber back into bed, but she could hear her mother moving about in the next room, which meant that the twins must be awake. She pulled a thick woollen dressing gown over her shoulders and tied the cord. Leaving the shutters closed, she stumbled over to the door and opened it, shielding her eyes from the light in the sitting-room. The sun was streaming through the bay windows, and she hurried to the next room along and crept inside.

      Her mother glanced up from where she had laid the twins out on the floor before her, fresh nappies and clothes by her side.

      ‘My word, Kara-bear, you look a state.’

      Karalyn sat down in a chair, her eyelids drooping. ‘Thanks for taking them last night.’

      ‘You were exhausted,’ she said. She frowned. ‘You still are.’

      ‘We all are,’ Karalyn said. ‘There’s not one of us that’s had a decent night’s sleep since they were born. If it’s not Cael, it’s Kyra, up all night, one after the other. I feel broken.’

      ‘Imagine if you’d chosen to have them in Domm,’ her mother said, leaning over to fasten Cael’s nappy.

      Karalyn said nothing, not wanting to agree, even though she knew her mother was right. In Colsbury, Shella had provided everything she had needed, allowing her to devote her time to the twins. The weather would already be turning in Severton, and she shivered at the thought of the cold cottage.

      ‘Speaking of Domm,’ her mother said, ‘you know that Lennox is desperate to help. You should let him.’

      ‘He sees them every day.’

      ‘Yes, for ten minutes before he goes to work, then for maybe an hour in the evenings, but he’s offered to take them for a whole day so you can have a break. So we can all have a break.’

      The twins noticed Karalyn’s presence, and her mind was flooded with a torrent of their emotions. She pushed them to the side, keeping them under control, as she had been slowly learning to do. She didn’t want to push their feelings away, but at the same time she couldn’t let them drown out her own thoughts. If anything, the mental exertions had been more exhausting than the physical, but her powers had grown stronger as a result of the practice, and she was finding it easier to contain the twins’ powers.

      ‘There we go,’ said her mother, finishing with Kyra’s nappy. ‘All done.’

      The two babies looked up from the blanket at their grandmother. They were tiny, yet Karalyn struggled to understand how they had both managed to fit inside her a mere nineteen days before. She gazed at their little faces, and sensed their nascent powers swirling around her mother’s head. Karalyn had shielded her, along with Jemma, Cole, Darine and Shella; keeping them protected from the twins’ intrusions. She hadn’t yet done the same to Lennox, and had let the twins enter their father’s mind, but she had been watchful, in case they harmed him by accident.

      ‘Which one would you like first?’ said her mother.

      ‘Cael,’ she said. ‘He’s the elder.’

      ‘By thirteen and a half minutes,’ her mother said, picking up the boy. She reached over and handed the wrapped bundle to Karalyn, who sat back, resting him against her chest, an arm supporting his head. She loosed her dressing gown and positioned Cael’s head to feed.

      Kyra started to cry and Daphne picked her up.

      ‘Never mind,’ she said, cradling her. ‘I know it’s not fair; life isn’t. It’s cruel and short, and if you don’t fight back against it, then you’ll be crushed underfoot.’

      ‘Really, mother?’ Karalyn said, raising an eyebrow.

      ‘No harm in starting early. You know what; you should take them out for a walk today. The weather is gorgeous, and you look like you could do with some fresh air.’

      ‘I’m too tired. The sun’s too bright.’

      ‘Come on. You haven’t left the keep in over twenty days. A walk will do you good.’

      ‘Will you come?’

      ‘Certainly not. I shall take a bath and visit my other grandson. Poor Jemma’s been left to look after Cole all by herself; they could do with some company.’

      ‘They’ve had the servants helping them,’ said Karalyn.

      ‘It’s not the same as family though, is it? I don’t want Jemma thinking she’s being neglected. Ask Darine to go with you; I’m sure she’ll say yes.’

      ‘I can’t go outside without having a bath first.’

      ‘Fine. I’ll look after these two once you’ve finished feeding, then you can get yourself cleaned up.’ She stood and placed Kyra into a crib. ‘I’ll get us some coffee.’

      ‘Thanks,’ said Karalyn, resting back into the chair, Cael quietly feeding against her. She closed her eyes. A morning walk might be nice.
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        * * *

      

      The morning had passed by the time Karalyn and Darine were ready to go. The twins had slept while Karalyn had taken a bath, and they were ready for another feed when she emerged from the water. Darine had packed a bag with everything they might need, and servants had brought lunch as they were ready to leave.

      ‘Don’t sit down,’ said Daphne. ‘If you do, you’ll never get out of here. Just grab something and go.’

      Karalyn picked up an apple and put it into a pocket. Darine had the large bag over her back, and Kyra was suspended from a sling across her chest, wrapped in cotton swaddling. Karalyn glanced down. Cael was nestled against her, the sling crossing her left shoulder.

      ‘You taking an apple?’ said Darine.

      Karalyn frowned. ‘Aye.’

      Darine opened her mouth to speak, but stopped as Shella walked into the room.

      ‘Morning, all,’ she said, walking up to the dining table and pouring herself a coffee. She was dressed in her night robes, despite it being noon. She glanced at Karalyn and Darine. ‘What’s this? Are you actually venturing outside? About fucking time. Was it your idea, Daphne? If so, good job.’ She sat. ‘Take your time, girls; have a good, long walk.’

      ‘Aye?’ said Karalyn. ‘And what will you be doing?’

      ‘Nothing,’ said Shella; ‘just sitting enjoying the silence.’

      ‘Stop delaying them,’ said Daphne. ‘They were about to leave when you walked in.’ She glanced at her daughter. ‘Don’t look at me like that; you know we’ll always be here for you, but a break now and again would be nice.’

      ‘Fine,’ said Karalyn. ‘Just remember to open the windows if you smoke.’

      ‘You’ve been such a nag since you gave up,’ her mother said.

      ‘You made me give up!’

      ‘That’s when you were pregnant; you’re not any more.’

      Shella shook her head. ‘Who’s delaying her now?’

      Karalyn tutted and turned for the door. Cael sensed her mood and shifted in the sling. She paused and took a breath.

      ‘See you all later,’ she said.

      ‘Have a lovely time,’ said Daphne.

      Karalyn and Darine made for the door and left the grand dining room. They went down the central staircase, descending past the floor where Lennox, Carrie and Darine lived, then down to the ground level. Karalyn stopped at the bottom, her hand going to her hip.

      ‘I’m out of breath already.’

      ‘Sit on the steps,’ Darine said. ‘We can take a minute.’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘Let’s get some fresh air. It smells stale down here.’

      ‘That’s because no one lives on these floors,’ said Darine as they continued on towards the main entrance to the keep. ‘Colsbury Castle could fit four thousand at a push, if the palace and rest of the island was occupied, and there’s only sixty-five folk living here, and three of them are bairns.’

      ‘I like it. It’s quiet.’

      ‘I love it. It’s like we’re the survivors of a great plague, and are living in an empty town. All these buildings, just for us.’

      ‘It’s somewhere to hide.’

      ‘But for how long? The war calls you.’

      ‘I want nothing to do with the war. I have two children to protect, and that’s what I intend to do.’

      ‘You mother disagrees. She spoke to me about it a few days ago; about her plans for the Quadrant. She said that she thinks I should come along with you.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘Your mother said that my presence would free up her and Shella to attack, while I protected you.’

      ‘Shella will never agree, and nor will I,’ said Karalyn. ‘My mother can draw up as many assassination plans as she likes, I’m not going to use the Quadrant for that.’

      They reached a massive arched gateway and went through, emerging into the autumn sunshine. A warm breeze was blowing dust from the derelict and dry moat that surrounded the Great Keep. It was clogged up with years of abandoned rubbish, and Karalyn wrinkled her nose as they crossed the bridge. They stepped down onto the fortress forecourt, heading for a postern door in the eastward curtain wall. A worker was sweeping leaves from the path that linked the Great to the Lesser Keep, and he nodded as they passed. Karalyn’s legs began to ache, her back straining from the weight of Cael pressed against her.

      Darine opened the small gate and they left the fortress; entering the castle gardens. Karalyn’s mouth relaxed into a smile as she gazed around at the acres of park and woodlands that spread out before her. The colours of autumn were everywhere, crowning the tops of the many trees in reds, oranges and yellow. Birds flew from branch to branch, at home in the stretches of spruce, alongside the mixed glades and spreading orchards.

      Karalyn walked down the path, trees surrounding her; her feet rustling through the layer of leaves that carpeted the ground. Water flowed in channels, drawn up from the enormous cisterns that had been constructed beneath the gardens; enough to provide water to thousands in a siege. Karalyn saw a fountain to her left, where the trees opened out into an ornamental garden; the sun glistening off the water drops as they danced through the air. There was a bench set out under the last of the trees facing the fountain and Karalyn made for it, Darine following.

      They sat, and Karalyn breathed in the warm, fresh air.

      ‘I thought it was beautiful in summer,’ she said, ‘but the trees in autumn…’

      ‘So you’re glad we came outside, then?’

      ‘Aye. Thanks for coming with me, and for generally helping out.’

      ‘My pleasure. You and your mother have taught me so much since I got here, and Mage Shella’s let me have the run of the place, including the library; helping with the twins is the least I can do.’

      ‘It’s a good library.’

      ‘Aye, it’s amazing. I’ve never seen so many books before. I mean, they’re all Holdings, but there’s a wealth of knowledge buried away there. I think I’m starting to understand your mother’s people a bit more.’

      Cael stirred for a moment and Karalyn tensed, only relaxing when he settled again.

      ‘Don’t wake up, wee one,’ she murmured; ‘at least not until we’ve seen your father.’

      ‘Is that where we’re going? To see Lennox?’

      ‘Aye, why not? We could visit the boathouse for five minutes. Is that alright?’

      ‘Aye, sure.’

      ‘It’s not too weird for you, is it? I know Lennox used to like you, and now he’s the father of my children.’

      ‘It was weird at first,’ Darine said, ‘but that was more because I didn’t know you knew each other. He’s a good man, but I never loved him, not in that way. He was younger then, too; he’s grown up a lot. I feel a bit bad for him, to be honest. He loved me, and I didn’t love him back; then he loved Libby and she was killed in the war; and now he loves you, and…’

      ‘And what?’

      ‘And you might love him back, but you hate him too. I look into his eyes, and I see he’s hurting.’

      ‘Then he shouldn’t have murdered all those people.’

      Darine shook her head. ‘It dumbfounds me that he was capable of killing so many. I know it’s true but I can’t quite believe it. I haven’t known him as long as Carrie, but the Lennox I knew couldn’t have done that.’

      ‘You both love making excuses for him,’ Karalyn said. ‘I can see how desperately the two of you want to explain it away, or insist that it was out of character; but he’s the only one responsible for his actions, and if he did it once, he could do it again.’

      Darine nodded, her eyes on the ground. Karalyn glanced up at the fountain, watching the water shimmer through the air. Talking about Lennox had left a sour taste in her mouth and she wondered if they should head back to the keep. No, she would go. She was interested to see how he would react to a surprise visit from her and the twins.

      ‘Are you ready?’ she said to Darine.

      ‘Aye.’

      They stood, and Darine hefted the large bag back over her shoulder. They walked past the fountain and entered a grove of trees. It merged into an orchard, where rows of apple trees stood, their branches heavy with fruit. Darine reached over and plucked one from the nearest tree.

      She offered it to Karalyn. ‘No, wait,’ she said, smiling, ‘you carried one all the way from the keep.’

      Karalyn laughed. ‘I wondered why you were giving me a funny look. I’ll take yours, it looks much nicer.’

      Darine took another from the tree and they crunched on the apples as they walked through the gardens.

      ‘Shella says they’ll be making a big batch of cider,’ said Darine, ‘for the autumn and winter.’

      ‘I’m sure she’ll enjoy drinking it.’

      ‘Do you not approve of the high mage?’

      ‘Approve of her?’ Karalyn said. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I love Shella, but she and my mother are bad influences on each other.’

      ‘They used to be best friends, didn’t they?’

      ‘They still are, distance doesn’t matter; when they get together it’s like they’ve never been apart.’

      They crossed a small bridge that went over a channel of flowing water, and went past flowerbeds and lines of bushes thick with berries. At the end of the path was a cluster of low buildings, and the wall that enclosed the gardens. A large gate stood open, and a cart was parked next to it, being loaded with leaves and fallen branches. Three workers stopped to glance over as Karalyn and Darine walked past, nodding and smiling. They went through the gates and entered the castle’s rear courtyard, a large area with workshops, storage sheds and the boathouse.

      To their left towered the Spire, the tallest structure within the walls of Colsbury. It was made from alternating layers of red and black granite, and towered high, spiralling like a horn as it rose above the island, ending in a sharp point. It was free-standing, and had a solitary door set into the ground level.

      ‘I’d love to go in there,’ said Darine; ‘all the way to the top. I bet the view’s amazing.’

      Karalyn glanced up at the structure. ‘What’s inside?’

      ‘Private living quarters, built by a queen of the Holdings two centuries ago, for when she wanted to get away from the royal court. Apparently no one’s been in for a hundred years.’

      ‘You should ask Shella if she has the key.’

      ‘I have. She doesn’t. It’s locked up in the government offices in the gatehouse, and the caretaker never lets it out of her sight. Same with the palace; I asked to get in there as well, but it’s off-limits.’

      Karalyn felt her legs tire again as they crossed the cobbles to the boathouse. It was set in a gap in the wall encircling the island, but was protected by low turrets on either side. It was a low, flat building, big enough to store the island’s three small boats, and their equipment. She heard voices coming from the waterfront as they entered through the front door. They walked past one of the rowing boats, set up on wooden supports on the stone ground. Ahead, Lennox was working by the edge of the lake. Karalyn paused by the side of the boat, watching him. He was shirtless, and the sun was shining on his pale skin. He was lean and toned, and she gazed at his strong arms; his black hair falling about his shoulders as he leaned forward, fastening a rope to the side of the boat that was floating in the water next to him. Watching him, she remembered why she had been attracted to him in the first place. Carrie appeared at his side. She touched him on the arm to get his attention, and Karalyn felt a flash of jealousy.

      Kyra let out a cry from the sling across Darine’s chest

      Karalyn smothered her feelings, and took a step forward. ‘Hi. We thought we’d pay you a visit.’

      Lennox glanced over, and a smile spread across his face. He put down the rope and walked over, grabbing his shirt on the way. ‘Good to see you,’ he said as he pulled it over his shoulders. ‘Come and sit by the water.’

      They followed him down to the edge of the stone quay and sat on a long, low bench facing the lake. The mountains on the far side rose up high into the blue sky; a sheer mass of rock.

      ‘How are you all doing?’ Lennox said, glancing at the child wrapped within Karalyn’s sling.

      ‘It’s nice to be out for a change,’ she said. ‘I’ve been stuck in the keep so long I’d almost forgotten what it was like outside.’

      Darine put the bag down onto the paved surface of the quay. She glanced at Lennox. ‘Do you want to hold Kyra for a bit while I stretch my back?’

      ‘Aye,’ Lennox said, getting up. He reached out as Darine unfastened the sling and passed the small bundle over to him. He sat back down on the bench, his eyes on his daughter.

      Darine nodded to Carrie. ‘Come on, let’s leave them to it.’

      ‘Aye,’ said Carrie. ‘Let’s get some lunch.’

      Darine and Carrie walked off through the boathouse together, and Karalyn watched Lennox cradle Kyra.

      ‘She’s so peaceful,’ he said.

      ‘You should hear them at night,’ she said; ‘all night. And most of the day.’

      ‘I can come upstairs and give you a break. I’d be happy to take them for a night.’

      ‘But I have to feed them every few hours, which takes about an hour each time.’

      ‘I could give them a bottle,’ he said. ‘I heard Shella tell you that she had some you could use.’

      ‘I know you want to help, and thanks, but I want to feed them myself.’

      ‘Even if it wears you out completely?’

      ‘Are you saying I look worn out?’

      ‘No, but in another third? Two? You look exhausted whenever I come upstairs to visit, and I know I could be doing more, if you’d let me.’

      Karalyn frowned. ‘You can change their nappies in a minute or two; it’s almost time to feed them again.’

      ‘But they’re still sleeping.’

      ‘I can sense them start to awaken,’ she said, ‘like the fabric of their thoughts is changing.’

      ‘Do they dream?’

      ‘No, they’re too little for that. Their feelings swirl about; formless, and that’s when I can hear them use their powers, ranging out. When they’re awake they only use their powers on each other and me.’ She glanced up at him. ‘And you, if you like. I still haven’t blocked them from entering your mind.’

      ‘Good,’ he said, gazing down into Kyra’s face. ‘I don’t want you to. I want them to know who their father is.’

      Cael opened his eyes and let out a long wail, wriggling in the sling.

      Karalyn smiled. ‘Pass me the bag.’

      They laid out a blanket on the bench and changed the twins’ nappies, re-wrapping them in their warm, cotton swaddling. Karalyn fed Kyra, while Lennox paced up and down the quay, rocking Cael as he cried out in hunger. They swapped when Kyra had finished, and Lennox sat back down as his daughter fell asleep in his arms.

      Karalyn smiled; it felt almost like they were a family. Her heart froze. They were a family, whether she liked it or not. Lennox was good with the twins; it was clear he loved and cherished them. Everyone else thought she was making a mistake by pushing him away; her mother, Darine and Carrie, and even Shella had offered her an opinion.

      ‘Darine and Carrie are taking a long lunch,’ said Lennox.

      She smiled, and glanced at him. Without meaning to, her vision entered his mind, and she felt the love he had for her shine within him. She could see his plans, threaded through his thoughts, of how he intended to try to show her he could be trusted; that he wasn’t evil; and that he could be a good father.

      She looked out of his eyes, expecting to see Kyra’s face and the edge of the lake, but everything went dark.

      The night sky was riven with streams of fire, and a freezing, icy rain was driving down upon Lennox. He was in a boat, close to shore, where a great city stood, in flames. The marines on the vessel were all looking up at him, waiting for him to speak.

      ‘We’re going in!’ he cried.

      Karalyn’s vision shot back to her own body, and she shuddered, retching. She placed a hand on the bench to steady herself, as Cael and Kyra began to howl and cry.

      ‘Are you alright?’ Lennox said. ‘What’s happening?’

      She stared at him.

      ‘Karalyn?’ he said, rocking Kyra as she screamed her lungs out.

      She stood. ‘Take Cael,’ she said, holding out the child.

      Lennox moved Kyra to his left arm and took Cael. Both babies squirmed in his grasp, but Karalyn couldn’t watch; she turned, and ran as her eyes welled and tears flooded her cheeks. She stopped when she reached the far end of the quay, where it met the turret on the corner of the curtain wall. She sank to her knees, her head in her hands; the tears uncontrollable.

      It was unjust, she cried to herself; unfair, and her powers were a curse. She hated them. Nothing she had foreseen had ever helped; instead, her visions had brought only knowledge of the misery destined to follow. She tried to clear her mind, but the image of Lennox in uniform, commanding a boat of marines amid the pouring rain and the burning fires, was etched into her.

      He was a soldier, she told herself; of course he would want to rejoin the war; but no – she had been inside his head only moments before the vision, and she knew that he had harboured no intention of going back to his old life. He was committed to her and the twins. Then why would he go? Perhaps the vision was of some event far into the future, but that seemed too remote a possibility; it surely was part of the near-future, part of the current war.

      She could pretend it had never happened, and try to forget it, but she knew that her visions always came true, and that resisting them only made it worse. She knew what she had to do.

      Karalyn lost track of time as she wept by the water’s edge, the sun setting behind the high mountains on the other side of the lake, and casting Colsbury into the shadows of evening.

      A hand touched her arm.

      She turned, and saw Lennox sitting next to her, his legs dangling over the edge of the quay.

      ‘The twins are with Carrie and Darine,’ he said.

      ‘I’m sorry about running away.’

      ‘What’s wrong? Are you ill?’

      She shook her head. ‘Do you remember I told you that sometimes I caught glimpses of the future?’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘Did you believe me?’

      ‘Was there a reason I shouldn’t? Your powers are unlike anything I’ve seen before. Is that what it was; a vision?’

      She nodded.

      His eyes widened. ‘Not the twins?’

      ‘No, they weren’t in it. It was you.’

      ‘Me?’ he said, his voice lowering. ‘Was I…?’ He put his head in his hands. ‘Please tell me I wasn’t repeating what I did in Rainsby. I couldn’t face a future with that in it.’

      ‘You weren’t,’ she said, placing her hand on his. He grasped it, and their eyes met.

      ‘Alright,’ he said. ‘If it wasn’t that, and it’s not the twins, then how bad could it be?’

      ‘You were in the imperial marines.’

      He narrowed his eyes.

      ‘You were on a boat, in the middle of a battle,’ she went on.

      ‘And?’

      ‘That was it.’

      He sat in silence for a moment, his gaze on the water.

      ‘I’m not going to join the marines,’ he said.

      ‘You don’t understand; it’s inevitable.’

      ‘But I can’t, not with the twins so young.’

      She tried to smile. ‘The sooner you go, the sooner you’ll be back.’

      He glared at her. ‘You want me to go, is that it?’ He stood, anger burning in his eyes. ‘How do I know you’re not playing another trick on me, like you did in Severton?’

      ‘I’m not,’ she said, gazing up at him as his rage boiled. ‘Why do you think I’ve been sitting here crying? Do you think it’s because I want you to leave?’ She took a breath. ‘I love you, Lennox.’

      He fell to his knees and took her hands in his. ‘Then I’m not going anywhere; I’ll never leave you, or Cael and Kyra, you’re everything to me.’

      ‘There’s no choice, Lennox. I’ve been having visions all my life; do you think I’ve not tried to stop what I’ve seen from coming true? I have, many times, until I learned that it’s useless. Trying to stop it makes it worse; it’s the one rule I’ve learned. If you have to fulfil what I saw, then please just go, and do whatever you’re supposed to do, and come back to me, whole.’

      He snatched his hands away and got back to his feet, his face twisted in anger and pain. He turned, his fists clenching, and he lashed out at the side of the wooden boathouse, striking it, and splitting the planks in two. He gripped his right hand, blood flowing from his knuckles, and strode off, his head down. Karalyn watched him enter the boathouse and disappear out of sight, then got to her feet.

      ‘Hey,’ said Carrie, walking towards her.

      Karalyn nodded.

      ‘Where’s Lennox? Darine’s got the bairns, though they’ve started crying again.’ She frowned. ‘Is everything alright?’

      ‘Lennox is going to enlist in the marines,’ she said. ‘I saw it in a vision.’

      Carrie’s mouth opened.

      Karalyn began walking back to the long bench, and Carrie kept up pace beside her.

      ‘You had a vision of Lennox in the marines? Was I there?’

      ‘It was too dark to see the other marines’ faces, and they all had helmets on; you might have been, I don’t know.’

      She stopped, and faced the Kell woman. ‘Would you do it? Would you join up with him?’

      Carrie paused, her eyes staring into nothing for a moment. ‘Aye, I would. I’ve thought for a long time like I’d like to make amends for fighting on the wrong side at the start of the war, and if I was going to enlist anywhere, it would be with the marines; they copied us, after all.’ She turned, and caught Karalyn’s glance. ‘And you wouldn’t be jealous? You’d be happy to see him go off with me, and leave you alone and the twins fatherless?’

      ‘I need you to make sure he comes back alive,’ she said, ‘and I am jealous; it breaks my heart that he has to go. I want him here with me, not off fighting in the war; but I trust him, and you.’

      ‘Alright. If he joins up, then so will I.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      Carrie nodded. ‘I’ll bring him back.’
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      Stretton Sands, Eastern Plateau – 21st Day, First Third Autumn 526

      A large crowd had gathered in the streets leading to the Wine Gate, and all eyes were on Thorn and Keir as they walked at the head of a column of marines. The faces of the civilians betrayed their fear and helplessness; the onset of the siege being so sudden that all hopes for an orderly withdrawal to the north had been rendered impossible.

      The sight of the witches raised the spirits of some, but Thorn couldn’t waste any power on a wave of healing for them; she needed everything she had to face what was coming. The Wine Gate was the largest entrance to the city, wide enough to accommodate the great wagons that had brought in the barrels of wine from the surrounding countryside, before the war had swept it all away. The old vats and warehouses that had once been the centre of wine production in the empire lay derelict and decaying; ransacked and lived in by passing warrior bands before the imperial soldiers had retaken the town.

      A marine sergeant saluted them as they approached the entrance to the gatehouse, They avoided the doorway and instead took the outer stairs that led up to the walkway that followed the length of the walls enclosing the town. She glanced at Keir; he had already seen the mighty army that had arrived in the night from the north-east, his vision having set off the near-panic that had overtaken the town.

      ‘How did they get round us?’ she said as they ascended the steps.

      ‘Winged gaien,’ he said. ‘They must have used their entire fleet to carry the lead companies across the river over the last few nights. Wishing we had fled when you suggested it?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘We can hold this town,’ he said. ‘We only have to defend two walls, and we have plenty of marines and troops to do it. When the Rahain captured the town last time, they flew the Army of Pyre straight over the walls; well, they can’t repeat that trick. They have no elite soldiers left, and they know we’d annihilate any Rahain that landed inside the town. They’ll have to attack us frontally, and we’ll cut them down – me, you and thousands of crossbows.’

      Thorn said nothing, nodding as he talked, but her thoughts were elsewhere. They reached the top of the stairs and went up to the battlements, troopers parting for them. The view looked east, across the fields and low hills of the Plateau. In the far distance, out of sight, was the abandoned town of Anamindhari; a desolate ruin where once a prosperous settlement had stood.

      ‘There they are,’ said Keir, ‘just as I saw them.’

      Thorn’s eyes widened as she took in the massed ranks of Rahain, stretching for miles in either direction, their rear lines lost in the haze of the morning mist. She glanced to the left, and saw that the army carried on, cutting off the northern approaches to the town, their lines reaching the long, sandy beaches where the sea began. To her right, the Rahain front crossed the river by the ford, and continued on the southern bank. Breaking up the ranks every fifty yards or so were batteries of stone-throwers, and a low drumming was heard reverberating against the town walls.

      ‘They’re still a hundred yards out of range,’ Keir said, his eyes squinting into the morning sun.

      Thorn gripped the edge of the battlements. ‘There aren’t enough crossbow bolts in the world to kill them all.’

      ‘Then it’s lucky that we’re here. As soon as they advance I’ll send fire ripping through the heart of them, and you can take care of any that get close to the walls. We might not even need any crossbows.’

      Thorn frowned. The army facing them was larger than the one Agatha had brought to Rainsby, where the entire Outer City had acted as a great buffer, protecting the town within. Stretton Sands had no such protection, and its walls were lower and weaker than the vast defences of Rainsby. If they were breached, then the battle would be as good as over. She had nearly died in Stretton Sands the previous year, had she only delayed her fate?

      ‘What’s happening at sea?’ she said, glancing back at Keir, who was towering over her shoulder.

      He raised an eyebrow. ‘The sea? I’ll take a look.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      He put a hand onto the battlements, and his eyes went hazy. Thorn glanced back at the vast expanse of the Rahain army. Its front ranks had formed a high shield wall, and were showing no signs of movement. Along the battlements, loyal troopers and marines were standing, all watching the masses of the Rahain before the walls in silence; a heavy air of dread hovering over the town behind them.

      Keir came to, and coughed.

      ‘Destroyers,’ he said; ‘those new Rahain ships, eight of them. They’ve taken up position in a wide arc, cutting off the harbour.’

      ‘Then we’re trapped?’

      He laughed. ‘The imperial navy can batter its way out if it needs to, but it won’t come to that.’

      ‘The imperial navy can’t take on eight destroyers; those ships are huge compared to ours, and half of the fleet is laid up in the repair yards, but there’s no supplies or equipment to get them sea-worthy. If we send out everything we’ve got, some might make it past the blockade, but the rest will be sunk or captured.’

      He shook his head, and gazed out across the eastern plains. ‘You’ve become so negative; always finding the worst in every situation. What happened to the soulwitch who was going to rule the world?’

      In anger she opened her mouth to reply, but turned away instead. What had happened to her? All her life she had believed she was going to be powerful, and now she was; so why did she feel so hopeless? It was Rainsby. The moment Kelsey left, and she had realised that they had no protection from the archmages, that was when her spiral into doubt had begun. The Holdings girl had been shielding them without even knowing it, and her departure had made them visible to Agatha. Their defeat at Rainsby had proved it; they could not stand up to the archmages. Not alone.

      ‘We should send a messenger to the enemy,’ she said. ‘Perhaps they will allow the civilians to leave the town unharmed.’

      ‘And how would that look to our soldiers?’ Keir said. ‘It would be an admission of defeat. When the land is soaked in the blood of their army, then we shall send someone; to demand their surrender.’ He glanced around. ‘Where’s Belinda? I haven’t seen her in an hour or so.’

      ‘She’s busy,’ said Thorn.

      He nodded, his eyes on the enemy army. ‘Come on, Agatha,’ he muttered. ‘What are you waiting for? We’re right here.’

      Thorn turned back towards the town, and gazed down on its roofs and streets. All civilians had been ordered to stay in their homes, which, following the damage caused by successive battles, were clustered by the harbour district. A few yards behind the wall lay a great pile of collected wood, salvaged from looted houses and stores, and a marine was standing by with a torch and flint-set, ready to light it at a command from Keir. She knew that Acorn would also be close by, preparing to minister to the wounded. She should have sent her sister away while it was still possible, then at least one member of her family might survive the war.

      ‘They’re moving,’ cried Keir, and she turned back to the battlements.

      Along the stretch of the front that faced the eastern side of the town, the shield wall was shuffling, with Rahain soldiers edging to the sides to open up a path.

      ‘Wait,’ said Keir. ‘What are they doing? Why aren’t they advancing?’

      Thorn kept her eyes on the Rahain as they continued shuffling their ranks, until a wide passageway had been created through their lines, stretching back to their rear. Two figures appeared, striding along the cleared path towards Stretton Sands, and the sound of the drums grew louder. Thorn stared as they got closer.

      ‘It’s her,’ said Keir, his voice a little strained. ‘It’s Agatha. I recognise her from the Great Tunnel.’

      ‘Which one is she?’

      ‘She’s on the left.’

      The two figures reached the front ranks of the army and continued on alone. The woman on the left looked old to Thorn’s eyes, as old as her own mother. The other figure was younger. Her appearance was that of a Holdings woman, but she had a shock of white hair that dazzled in the sunlight.

      ‘Who’s the other one?’ she said.

      ‘I don’t know. What do they want? Are they coming to talk?’

      Thorn doubted that, but said nothing. Keir turned and raised his hand to the marine down by the huge heap of wood. The man nodded, and got onto one knee to begin lighting the torch.

      ‘That’s it,’ Keir whispered, his gaze back on Agatha. ‘A bit closer.’

      Thorn took in more detail as the two figures continued striding across the open area between the army and the walls. Agatha was in long robes, and appeared to be unarmed, while the younger woman next to her was dressed in armour, and had a sword strapped to her waist. Keir raised his hand again, and the marine touched the end of the lit torch to the woodpile, and it ignited. The stormwitch moved his fingers, and the fire took hold, roaring through the heap.

      She glanced at him, and he winked back at her. ‘Watch this,’ he said.

      He lifted his right arm clear of the battlements, and a ball of fire rose from the burning heap behind them. Keir swung his hand down, and the fiery mass drove at the two figures, who were halfway across the cleared area before the walls. Thorn opened her mouth as the fire shot through the sky. At the last second, Agatha raised her hand, and the fireball stopped, just yards from the archmages. Keir grunted, sweat appearing on his forehead as he strained against the sudden resistance. The fireball remained where it was, spinning above the two figures, sending ash and sparks flying off in every direction. Keir took a half-step backwards, both of his hands raised as if trying to push something, but the fireball began to reverse its course, climbing higher into the sky and heading back towards the town.

      Keir swore, sweat dripping down his cheeks as the fireball approached. Its progress was slow, but inexorable, and the two figures down on the plain began walking again, Agatha keeping her arm raised as she pushed Keir’s fire back at him.

      The stormwitch cried out, then fell backwards from the ramparts, crashing down onto the cobbles of the street below. At the same moment, the fireball surged over the walls, released from the pressure of opposing wills. It arced high, then smashed down into the centre of the town, striking the side of a block of tenements in the old Holdings district. A rumble vibrated outwards from the impact, but Thorn ignored it, rushing down the steps towards Keir.

      He was passed out on the ground, blood seeping from his nose. She hurried to his side, and laid her hand on his brow, feeling the life pulse within him. She sighed in relief, and sent a wave of healing power through him. His eyes opened and he sat up with a start, coughing.

      ‘They were too strong,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t…’

      Screams echoed from the wall walkway, and Thorn glanced up to see soldiers topple from the battlements amid a shower of blood and gore. The bodies fell onto the street around where Thorn and Keir crouched, their heads gone; ragged stumps remaining atop their shoulders, their helmets bouncing and rolling on the cobbles; empty except for the blood pooling on their inner sides.

      Thorn got to her feet. Marines had gathered round them, forming a cordon, and many more were in the streets nearby, but the battlements had been cleared. Thorn gazed at the walls, knowing that Agatha and her companion were on the other side.

      ‘Get back,’ she yelled to the marines. She began pulling on Keir’s arm, and he rose to his feet. ‘Get away from the walls,’ she cried again.

      The marines around them started to edge back, skirting the bonfire that still raged in the middle of the street.

      ‘Can you hit their army from here?’ she said to Keir as they made their way back from the walls. ‘We have to do something.’

      His face fell. ‘I can’t. My fire powers were used up trying to beat Agatha. It’ll be a while before I’m ready again.’

      Thorn’s eyes narrowed. Their marine guard had escorted them to the other side of the road facing the outer wall, but there were still groups of troopers and marines on either side that had remained where they were. The towers of the Wine Gate rose twenty yards to their left, and in the distance to the right stood the high battlements of the River Gate.

      ‘What are our orders, ma’am?’ asked a marine, a sergeant’s badge on his shoulder.

      ‘We need to get everyone away from the wall,’ she said.

      ‘And go where, ma’am?’

      Thorn said nothing; there was nowhere to go, nowhere to hide.

      She was flung off her feet by the force of a great explosion to her right. She went spinning through the air, colliding with a boarded-up shop front, and for a moment she lost consciousness.

      When her eyes opened the air was filled with dust. She felt her powers repair the damage she had sustained in the fall, but she was weakening; her healing of Keir earlier having taxed her reserves. She rose, but remained crouching. Enormous fragments of rubble were scattered across the street, and as the cloud of dust began to settle, she made out the forms of bodies lying on the cobbles, struck down by the hail of debris that had accompanied the explosion.

      Her eyes scanned the rubble, searching for Keir. Her heart lurched as she realised he might be beneath one of the massive chunks of masonry littering the road. A wounded Kellach marine reached up a hand to her. She glanced at him. His legs had been crushed by a splintered block of stone, and blood and dust caked his skin and uniform.

      ‘Help me,’ he gasped.

      She frowned, but knelt by him. She placed a hand on the marine’s shoulder, and sensed that his life was ebbing away. It would take a great deal of strength to heal him, or to at least save his life, but it was power she couldn’t afford to lose. She gazed at him for a moment. He was someone’s son, and probably someone’s twin; his life was worth the same as everyone else’s, the same as hers.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’ll make it quick.’

      His eyes widened in alarm as she took what remained of his life force; then it was over, and his body lay motionless, as Thorn felt her power restored, her fingertips tingling. She glanced up at the walls. The air had cleared and she saw at last what had caused the explosion. A twenty-yard stretch of the walls had been obliterated; its broken and twisted fragments lying strewn in a deep arc. The houses that had faced the breached section of wall had been reduced to piles of rubble by the force of the explosion. As Thorn was about to resume her search for Keir, she caught sight of the two archmages, standing silhouetted in the clouds of dust in the middle of the breach. They were standing looking into the town. From their movements, Thorn guessed they were talking to each other, working out the next step of their plan.

      Thorn froze, unable to take her eyes off the sight of Agatha and her companion. She should run, but where was Keir? Surviving marines and troopers were also staring at the two archmages. Many were wounded, and a few dust-coated officers and sergeants were attempting to cajole them into lines.

      ‘Ma’am?’ cried a marine to her left. ‘Are you alright? We should leave before the enemy mages enter the town.’

      ‘Find Keir,’ she said. ‘Gather others and search for him.’

      ‘Aye, ma’am,’ she said, turning to shout at another marine close by.

      Thorn walked towards the breach. Everything she had feared had come true. If Keir was buried under a ton of rubble, then there might be nothing left to heal; and what was the soulwitch without the stormwitch by her side? If he was alive, then she needed to buy time for the marines to rescue him; dig him out of the rubble, and get him away from the archmages.

      One of the marine officers cried out to her as she passed their lines, but she merely smiled at him and walked on, moving between the great chunks of ruined wall with all the grace she could muster. She emerged from behind a fragment the size of a wagon and came into view of the two archmages, who were still standing in the centre of the breach.

      She dusted herself down and smoothed her hair.

      ‘If you wanted to speak to me,’ she said to them, her chin held high, ‘then you could have knocked at the door. There was no need to blow a hole in the walls.’

      Agatha and her companion stopped talking and turned to face her. The white-haired mage blinked, then smiled.

      ‘She could be useful, you know,’ she said. ‘Or, if she was unreliable, then we’d still be better off not killing her. She’d fetch a good price on Lostwell.’

      ‘It’s very rude to talk about me when I’m standing right in front of you,’ Thorn said. ‘What kind of place do you come from that teaches no manners?’

      The white-haired woman laughed.

      ‘Enough of this nonsense, Racine,’ said Agatha. ‘Lady Thorn, where is the Holdfast boy?’

      ‘Dead,’ said Thorn. ‘Not even I can heal someone buried under that much rubble. Are you gods?’

      ‘We are beyond your feeble imaginings, girl,’ said Agatha.

      ‘Are you from the stars?’ said Thorn. ‘I’ve heard some say that there are seven of you, and you have each travelled from a different star to try to rule the Star Continent.’

      ‘That sounds about the right level of sophistication I’ve come to expect from the inhabitants of this world. If the Holdfast boy is dead, I want to see the body.’

      ‘And then?’ said Thorn. ‘If you see his corpse, you will depart in peace?’

      Agatha and Racine started to laugh, and Thorn stood in silence, listening to the sounds of their mirth. She smiled to herself. If Keir yet lived, every second she gained would help.

      ‘Smugness is also quite rude,’ she said, as their laughter continued.

      ‘We’re going to kill every soldier in this town,’ said Racine, ‘and probably half of the civilians, if they get in our way. You, I’d rather we kept alive. Why don’t you come closer? If you kneel before us now, then we will not harm you.’

      Thorn smiled and shook her head. ‘You can be assured that I will never bow before you.’

      Agatha gave a wry smile. ‘Not even for the life of your mother?’

      Thorn stood her ground, but she felt her resistance start to ebb.

      ‘Make your peace with us, girl,’ Agatha went on, ‘and you shall be re-united with her. The Holdfasts can offer you nothing but misery and pain; but if you join with us, not only will you see your mother again, but you shall rise to become our most powerful servant. You want Sanang? It shall be yours. All you need to do is kneel.’

      A chill wind blew through the breach in the walls, sending dust into Thorn’s eyes. She could feel the gazes of the marines behind her, watching and waiting. If she knelt before the archmages, then they would know she had betrayed them.

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘I’ll never be your servant.’

      ‘Then die.’

      Agatha raised her hand and Thorn felt a wave of agony rip through her. She surged her healing powers, repairing the damage from Agatha’s flow attack as soon as it happened, but the archmage was strong, stronger than anyone Thorn had encountered, and she knew her defences would hold out for only a few seconds. She stumbled back under the weight of the flow powers, her skin flaying and re-making itself, blood dripping down her blue dress.

      A spear whistled past her, flung from the ranks of the marines. It struck Agatha in the left shoulder, sending her spinning back.

      Thorn fell to her knees as the force of the flow attack ceased. Hands grabbed her arms, and began to pull her back as Racine unsheathed her sword. Crossbow bolts flew out from all directions, peppering Racine and the body of Agatha lying sprawled on the broken ground. Racine swept her hand from left to right, and dozens of marines fell, their heads exploding. She pulled a bolt from her chest and charged, her sword flashing through the air.

      The white-haired mage cut down the marines before her, slicing through their limbs, and slashing their throats, but more came, running from the town. Some threw themselves between Racine and Thorn, giving their lives to protect the soulwitch as others dragged her away. Thorn lost sight of the battle as she was pulled into an alley, but she could still hear the screams.

      ‘Get her out of here!’ cried a marine officer, as reinforcements continued to rush towards the breach. ‘Take her to the Northern Gate, now.’

      Thorn pushed the hands from her arms and stood unaided. Her dress was soaked in blood, and she was exhausted, but she was alive.

      ‘Where’s Keir?’ she cried. ‘Where’s the stormwitch?’

      ‘He’s already on his way to the gates, ma’am,’ said the officer. He glanced over his shoulder. ‘We must leave. The archmages will be through any second. The marines will die for nothing if you’re taken or killed.’

      ‘But why the Northern Gate? There’s no way out of Stretton Sands; we’re trapped.’

      ‘Lady Belinda’s orders, ma’am.’

      Thorn frowned. The officer urged her on, and the other marines in the alley kept up as they ran away from the breach. Thorn tried to think of her mother, and the offer she had spurned, but it took all of her will to keep running. She stumbled more than once, but there was always a marine close by to pick her back up. They crossed into the old Kellach district of the town. Soldiers and civilians were rushing around, half in a blind panic as the sounds of dying rose up from the direction of the breach.

      The congestion worsened the closer they got to the Northern Gate. A line of troopers was keeping the civilians back, but let Thorn and her escort through. On the other side, on the main road to the gates, stood hundreds of horses. Barely a thousand cavalry mounts had been rescued from Rainsby, and to Thorn it seemed that every one of them had been assembled before the Northern Gate. Each was carrying an armoured trooper, their lances pointing to the heavens.

      ‘Clear a path for the soulwitch!’ the marine officer cried as they hurried up the road.

      Ahead of them stood a cavalry officer, standing in her steel armour waiting for Thorn to approach. As she did, she realised it was Belinda. The young woman nodded at Thorn, though her eyes widened at the sight of the blood on her dress.

      ‘I have a spare uniform for you,’ she said; ‘something a little more practical for riding.’

      ‘And where are we riding?’ said Thorn, as Belinda walked with her to the entrance of a tenement.

      ‘North.’

      ‘But the Rahain army is blocking the way. I saw them stretch right out to the edge of the sea.’

      ‘Yes, but with Agatha breaching the walls by the Wine Gate, it’s our only chance.’

      They went inside, and Belinda took Thorn to a room on the ground floor.

      ‘Get changed,’ she said, closing the door and pointing to a fresh set of clothes on a table.

      ‘Where’s Keir?’ she said as she started to peel off the layers of the blood-soaked dress.

      ‘He arrived ten minutes ago, on a stretcher. Your sister was attending to him, last I saw.’

      ‘They don’t know you’re here,’ Thorn said, wiping her face and arms with a towel. ‘Agatha, I mean, and her friend, Racine. They would have mentioned you, surely.’

      ‘I can hide from them,’ she said. ‘A gift from Karalyn.’

      Thorn pulled on the cavalry uniform, Belinda helping her with the buckles of the leather breastplate. She tucked her hair up and slipped the helmet on.

      ‘They tried to make a deal,’ she said. ‘Offered me my mother back.’

      Belinda said nothing.

      ‘And they promised me the realm of Sanang to rule.’

      ‘I assume you said no.’

      The soulwitch lowered her eyes. ‘It seemed to upset them a little.’

      Belinda put a hand on Thorn’s arm. ‘We’ll get your mother back, if we can; once this is all over.’

      Thorn shook her head.

      The door opened and Keir rushed in. His gaze alighted on Thorn and he strode over, picking her up in his arms and holding her tightly. He stared at her. ‘They said you went to talk to the archmages. I thought…’

      ‘What, that I’d betray you?’

      ‘Of course not. I thought they were going to kill you.’

      She smiled. ‘They tried.’

      ‘Come on,’ said Belinda. ‘It’s time.’

      Outside, they walked towards the gates. The cavalry had formed up into lines, six abreast as they filled the road.

      ‘The Rahain army are still keeping out of range,’ Belinda said as they reached their mounts. ‘There will be enough space for the charge to build some momentum.’

      ‘But there are tens of thousands out there,’ said Thorn, keeping her voice low.

      Belinda glanced at her. ‘Trust me.’

      Keir stroked the flank of his giant horse, brought all the way with him from the Holdings, then leapt up into the saddle. Acorn was also present, already sitting up on her brown gelding. Thorn placed a hand on her own mount, and lifted her boot into the stirrup. She swung her leg over and gripped the reins.

      Acorn guided her mount over to Thorn.

      ‘Sister,’ she said.

      ‘Why are you here?’ said Thorn. ‘We’re about to charge into the enemy.’

      ‘Belinda insisted,’ she said, reaching out with her hand. She touched Thorn’s cheek, and the soulwitch felt a surge of energy enter her, restoring some of her reserves.

      ‘What are you doing? she said.

      Acorn shrugged. ‘You’ll probably need it more than me.’

      Belinda mounted, then nodded to a cavalry officer, who signalled towards the battlements beside the gatehouse. The great gates creaked open, pulled by a squad of marines. A trumpet called out, and the cavalry quietened. The cavalry officer raised her sabre, and a cry rang out. The first ranks of the force moved off, trotting through the arched gateway, the others lining up to follow. Belinda kept Keir, Thorn, Acorn, and their mounted escort aside from the main ranks, and they watched as they passed through the gates.

      ‘I should be leading the charge,’ said Keir.

      Belinda said nothing. Keir glared at her then turned away, his eyes on the ranks of departing cavalry. When most had gone through the gates, Belinda spurred her mount, and they joined the remaining lines, mixing in with the troopers. Behind them, the marine cordon was starting to allow civilians through. A great press of them was building up in the streets close to the Northern Gate, as Agatha sent them fleeing in panic from the other side of the town.

      Thorn turned back to the front as they passed through the arched gateway. Outside the walls, the cavalry had manoeuvred into columns, stretching almost as far as the beach on their left. Belinda led Thorn and the others to the rear of the left-most column. Ahead of them, the Rahain shield wall presented an unbroken line, from the water’s edge in the west to where the town walls turned south.

      The trumpet blew again, and the columns set off. The pace was slow at first, but the ground was level and dry, and their speed began to pick up as they approached the enemy lines. The cavalry charged as they entered crossbow range, and bolts began to fly through the air. Horses were hit, and troopers fell from their saddles. At ten yards distance the front ranks lowered their lances and smashed into the Rahain ranks. The shield wall buckled and broke, and the cavalry surged into the gap.

      ‘Follow me!’ Belinda cried, and peeled away to the left. Thorn pulled on the reins and her mount responded. Keir and Acorn did the same, and the small group raced away from the chaos and violence, pelting at full speed towards the sea.

      The Rahain lines were less dense at the edge of the beach, where a low ridge of turf sat above the sands. Belinda aimed her horse at where the water was lapping the shore, and they dropped down to the beach, the horseshoes leaving deep imprints in the sand. Rahain began running, jumping down from the turf ridge and aiming their crossbows; and soon there were over a hundred blocking their way, with more arriving every second.

      ‘Thorn!’ cried Belinda.

      The soulwitch nodded, and raised her hand. With her other, she gripped onto the reins. She sent out a wave of her power, sapping the lives of the Rahain soldiers on the beach. She didn’t have enough strength to kill them all, so concentrated on those closest to the water. Dozens fell, some toppling into the sea. Belinda led them to the water’s edge, the horses splashing through the foam. Thorn sent out another wave of power, bringing down every Rahain she could reach before her powers were exhausted. Keir drew his sword, and slashed down at a Rahain soldier; and Belinda and the other troopers were doing the same, and then they were through, the beach ahead empty and quiet.

      They raced on, travelling miles up the endless sandy coastline. Thorn kept looking back, to see if any other survivors had made it out, but the shore behind them remained empty. The small band halted long after the sun had begun its descent across the face of the western sky. Their pace had lowered to a walk by that point, and they dismounted in silence, at a signal from Belinda. A couple of troopers led the horses to a little stream so they could drink, while the others collapsed to the grass, exhausted. Thorn’s hands were cramped and shaking from holding onto the reins for so long, and her powers were too weak to fix even that.

      ‘The charge, it must have failed,’ she to Belinda as the young woman offered her a flask of water.

      Belinda shook her head. ‘It worked perfectly; exactly as I planned.’

      ‘What? But the marines, and the cavalry, they will have been slaughtered by now; and the civilians…’

      ‘The soulwitch and stormwitch are safe.’

      Thorn’s anger burned. She glanced round at Keir, but he was sitting with his head in his hands, staring out to sea.

      She turned back to Belinda. ‘So they all died so we could escape?’

      ‘They were all going to die anyway.’

      Thorn pushed herself to her feet, and stumbled towards the beach, tears flowing down her cheeks. The marines, her marines, and the brave cavalry, all gone. And the people of the town, who had already been through so much. She sank to her knees, feeling the damp sand through her fingertips, weeping.

      ‘Would you have preferred to die?’ said Acorn.

      Thorn turned, and saw her sister sitting on the sand next to her.

      ‘That’s what would have happened,’ Acorn went on. ‘You would have been executed, along with Keir and Belinda.’

      ‘We betrayed everyone who followed us,’ Thorn said. ‘We left them all to die.’

      Acorn nodded. ‘They sacrificed themselves so you could live; so you and Keir can fight on.’

      ‘But we’ve no army, no supplies, and we’re hundreds of miles away from the imperial forces protecting Amatskouri. We failed, again. Half of me wants to get up and walk into the sea; put an end to it.’

      ‘Then why don’t you?’

      Thorn opened her mouth to respond, then paused. She turned her head, and caught sight of Keir sitting by Monty, his stallion.

      ‘There’s a good chance Agatha will think we perished in the town,’ said Acorn. ‘They’ll hunt for our bodies, of course, but many will be unrecognisable from the fires or wounds, and they might just believe that you fell.’ She took Thorn’s hand. ‘It’s not over.’

      Thorn watched Keir for a moment, then glanced back at the sea. The weight of the dead felt heavy upon her shoulders, and she cried in silence as she gazed out over the waters, a reddening sunset reflecting off its calm surface.

      She squeezed her sister’s hand. ‘You’re right. It’s not over.’
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      Plateau City, Imperial Plateau – 2nd Day, Second Third Autumn 526

      Carrie’s eyes darted around the busy street, her face filled with delight.

      ‘This is amazing,’ she said. ‘What a city.’

      Lennox shrugged. ‘Boxer City’s bigger.’

      She shot him a glance. ‘Maybe in total size, it is; but half of it’s abandoned and derelict, and the peasants there are downtrodden and miserable. But most importantly,’ she went on, ‘this place isn’t underground. It’s unnatural to be away from the sky for so long.’

      Lennox looked up at the dark clouds overhead. ‘It looks like it’s going to start raining soon.’

      ‘I get it,’ she cried; ‘you’re pissed off and angry, but this is our first time in the capital of the empire; please don’t ruin it for me.’

      They came into a large square, which bustled with life. Market stalls were set up along the edges, with taverns, hostelries and noisy blacksmiths beyond, while in the centre next to a fountain was an enormous bronze statue of the Empress, towering above the inhabitants of the Kellach quarter.

      ‘There she is,’ said Carrie. ‘Doesn’t it make you proud that she’s one of us?’

      The two of them stared up at the figure upon its marble plinth.

      ‘She’s Brig,’ he muttered. ‘And I’m not angry.’

      ‘What are you, then?’

      ‘I’m heartbroken, Carrie,’ he said. ‘I miss the twins so much, I can’t think of anything else. Every day that passes is another day of their lives that I’ve missed. And Karalyn too… it’s like someone’s ripped my heart out.’

      Carrie sighed. ‘It is what it is. The sooner you fulfil the prophecy, the sooner we can go back to Colsbury.’

      Lennox frowned.

      ‘What?’ she said.

      ‘Don’t you think it was a little… convenient? A simple way for the Holdfasts to get rid of me?’

      She pulled a face at him and began to walk on through the crowds of Kellach thronging the square. Lennox followed.

      ‘So you’re saying that Karalyn made it up?’ she said.

      ‘Aye, maybe.’

      ‘Don’t be fucking ridiculous. If she wanted rid of you, then she would have just told you to leave like she did the last time, and right now you wouldn’t even remember her or the twins.’

      He said nothing, unable to formulate a response.

      ‘And I spoke to her several times before we left,’ Carrie went on. ‘Believe me, she didn’t want you to go.’

      At the corner of the square was an opening in the side of a tavern, serving hot food to passers-by. Carried paused at the sight of it.

      ‘Come on, I’m starving,’ she said, pulling Lennox along.

      They joined a short queue and, as Carrie scanned the painted menu, Lennox let his eyes drift over the square. He knew that Carrie was right. Karalyn’s tears at his departure had seemed genuine enough, and he tried to imagine their reunion. She had told him many times that she wanted him to return, and that she would miss him. It could be much worse; he told himself, she could have wiped his mind just as she had in Severton.

      ‘I’ll have black pudding in a roll with butter,’ Carrie said. ‘Lennox?’

      ‘What?’

      She rolled her eyes. ‘Your order? What are you wanting?’

      ‘Eh, just get me the same as you.’

      ‘Make it two,’ she said to the man behind the counter.

      He nodded, then turned to prepare the food. Carrie reached into a pocket and withdrew her purse.

      ‘We got much left?’ said Lennox.

      ‘Just about,’ she said. ‘Enough for a couple of days; we should probably enlist right away.’

      Lennox nodded. ‘As soon as we’ve delivered the message.’

      The man at the counter passed over two paper bags, and Carrie handed him a small collection of coins from her purse.

      ‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘Could you give us some directions, please? We’re looking for the Great Fortress.’

      The man squinted at them as if they were stupid for a moment, then pointed to his left.

      ‘Go that way. Big building; you can’t miss it.’

      Carrie passed one of the bags to Lennox and they set off, leaving the square and heading through the packed streets. They ate as they walked, Lennox feeling the warm food filling his stomach.

      ‘That was amazing,’ Carrie said, scrunching up the empty paper bag and tossing it into a rubbish bin by the side of the road.

      Lennox was about to say something about how greasy it had been but thought better of it. Let her enjoy herself without him inflicting his misery upon her, he thought. After all, she had sacrificed everything to come with him, when she could have remained in the safety and relative luxury of Colsbury with Darine and the others.

      ‘Very tasty,’ he said.

      She smiled.

      As they walked, Lennox noticed more of the Holdings folk interspersed with Kellach until, after a while, the northern people dominated. Ahead of them rose an enormous building, blocky and square, rising above the other buildings of the city.

      ‘Is that it?’ he said.

      ‘Might be.’

      They came to an old curtain wall, breached by several arched gateways, and passed through into a district where the streets were narrower and the buildings lower. They turned right down a side street towards the large building they had seen.

      ‘Excuse me,’ Carrie said to a pair of Holdings soldiers standing by the side of the road. ‘Is that the Great Fortress?’

      The pair glanced at her, then at Lennox.

      ‘Who’s asking?’ said one. ‘What business do you have in the Great Fortress?’

      ‘We want to see the Empress.’

      The soldiers started to laugh.

      ‘Oh yeah?’ said one. ‘And just where are those accents from? You ain’t local.’

      ‘We’ve travelled from Kellach Brigdomin,’ said Lennox.

      ‘We’ve come to join the marines,’ said Carrie.

      ‘But we need to see the Empress first.’

      ‘The marines?’ said the other soldier. ‘You need to be veterans to enlist with them. What units have you served with, and why aren’t you in uniform now?’

      Lennox’s mouth dried up.

      The soldiers glanced at each other, their hands moving to the triggers of their crossbows.

      Carrie reached her hand inside her coat, and the soldiers tensed.

      ‘Don’t move!’ cried one, aiming his crossbow at Carrie’s chest. ‘Hands in the air, now.’

      ‘I have a letter,’ said Carrie, remaining calm as she and Lennox raised their arms.

      The soldiers said nothing, keeping their weapons trained on the two Kellach. A small crowd had gathered to watch.

      ‘What’s going on?’ cried one. ‘Are they terrorists?’

      ‘The letter is from the Holdfasts to the Empress,’ said Carrie. ‘It’s in my top pocket.’

      One of the soldiers bit his lip for a second, then reached out with his hand and plucked an envelope from Carrie’s coat. He broke the seal and opened it, while the other covered Lennox and Carrie with his bow. The first soldier’s expression changed as his eyes scanned the pages within.

      ‘Shit,’ he muttered. He nudged his comrade. ‘Better put that down; they’re telling the truth.’

      Lennox lowered his arms as the other soldier took his hand from the trigger. Carrie held out her arm. ‘The letter, please.’

      The soldier passed it back to her.

      ‘My apologies,’ he said. ‘There have been a lot of attacks in the city, and we didn’t mean any offence.’

      ‘Yeah,’ said the other. ‘We were just doing our jobs.’

      ‘Escort us to the fortress,’ said Carrie, ‘and then we’ll say no more about it.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ cried the first soldier. He waved at the crowds. ‘Clear the way for friends of the Holdfasts.’

      The two soldiers strode forward and the Holdings folk in the street parted to watch them go by. Carrie and Lennox followed.

      ‘I enjoyed that,’ she whispered. ‘I’ve never felt so important before.’

      ‘They’re amateurs,’ Lennox muttered back. ‘We could be spies or agents, and the letter could be forged. No wonder so many terrorist strikes occurred.’

      ‘But the folk are free here,’ said Carrie. ‘Would you rather it was like Rahain, with everyone living in fear? Attacks are the price they pay.’

      ‘Their freedom’s an illusion. What can they really do that the citizens of Rahain can’t?’

      She squinted at him. ‘Leave, for a start. What’s come over you? Feeling sympathy with the Rahain regime, after everything they’ve done?’

      ‘No,’ he said, ‘it’s just hard to shake it off sometimes; it was such a big part of our lives, and we were always taught to hate the empire. I don’t know. Rahain was shit, but it was our shit.’

      ‘But you’re up for enlisting, and fighting them?’

      ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘The sooner we bring those archmage bastards down the better.’

      Carrie nodded. ‘Good. You had me worried for a moment there.’

      They emerged from a narrow lane into the large, open forecourt of the Great Fortress. It loomed above them, floor after floor of dark, forbidding stone.

      ‘Now this,’ Carrie said, gazing upwards, ‘looks like it could fit right into Rahain.’

      ‘It’s where the old Emperor was killed.’

      ‘Aye, by your girlfriend and her family. What? Did you think I wasn’t listening to the stories spun in Colsbury? It wasn’t just Darine who was taking notes.’

      ‘She was only a young girl at the time, a bairn.’

      ‘And even at that age she had the power to resist the mightiest mage the world had ever seen. Just think; the twins will have the same power.’

      Lennox nodded, though he shuddered at the same time. Wee Kyra and Cael – able to withstand the Creator himself?

      The soldiers led them across the forecourt and up the wide steps to the tall gates. A door in one of the gates was open, and a pair of guards were on duty.

      ‘Wait here,’ said one of the soldiers to Lennox and Carrie. ‘I’ll get an officer.’

      He ran up the steps and talked to the guards at the door.

      ‘How do you know the Holdfasts, then?’ said the other soldier as they waited.

      Carrie nodded towards Lennox. ‘He’s shagging one.’

      The soldier laughed; then looked away, as Carrie sniggered.

      One of the tall gates opened and a Holdings cavalry officer emerged with a small squad of troopers. She glanced down the steps and beckoned to Lennox and Carrie, who strode up to meet her.

      ‘Good afternoon,’ the officer said. ‘I was told you have a letter?’

      ‘Aye,’ said Carrie, handing it over.

      The officer read it quickly, then passed it back, her eyes betraying no emotion.

      ‘Please,’ she said, ‘come this way.’

      They walked through the gates and entered the Great Fortress. It was like a castle, with bare, stone walls, and soldiers and staff working in the halls and chambers of the lower floor. They ascended a set of iron, spiral stairs, passing three more levels of castle, before coming to a floor where the hallway was carpeted and the walls adorned with tapestries and paintings. The officer strode forwards towards a large oak door, and was greeted by a courtier dressed in imperial robes. They chatted quietly for a moment; the courtier’s eyes darting over Lennox and Carrie as they stood a few yards away.

      The officer turned to them. ‘Come.’

      ‘Welcome to the imperial palace,’ said the courtier, spreading his arms. ‘You are to be treated as honoured guests and emissaries. Friends of Holder Fast are friends of her Imperial Majesty.’ He gestured to the door. ‘Please.’

      Lennox and Carrie followed the courtier into the interior of the palace, and they passed into a large chamber filled with people waiting to see the Empress. The courtier brushed his way through them, ignoring several sets of eyes that tried to catch his attention. A few jealous glances were aimed at Lennox and Carrie as they were led to the front of the queue. They left the chamber by a guarded doorway and followed the courtier to a smaller room, with silverware on a low table before a marble fireplace, and long, comfortable couches arranged alongside. The courtier walked to the windows and opened the shutter, letting in the afternoon light, and providing a view of the New Town.

      ‘I would be obliged if you would wait here while I inform her Majesty of your presence,’ he said. ‘A servant shall be along to provide refreshments.’ He bowed, turned and walked from the room.

      Carrie strode over to a table by the window and poured herself a drink.

      ‘You want one?’ she said.

      ‘What is there?’

      She glanced over, lifting her glass. ‘Whisky.’

      ‘Really? From Severton?’

      She rolled her eyes. ‘Of course, ya numpty. We’re in the fucking palace; the Empress isn’t going to be stocking rubbish.’ She took a sip. ‘Lovely.’

      ‘But we’re about to meet her.’

      ‘Exactly. I need a drink for that. It’s not every day you get to see the ruler of the world.’

      He walked over and she poured him a glass.

      ‘Twelve-year-old?’ he said glancing at the bottle.

      ‘Aye, not bad.’

      They turned to gaze out of the window as they drank. Dark, heavy clouds were casting the city into gloom, and in the distance the rain was approaching.

      There was a gentle cough behind them. They turned. A short Holdings woman was standing before them, with four armoured Kellach Brigdomin arranged a pace behind her, their steel breastplates and helmets gleaming.

      ‘We got our own drinks, thanks,’ said Carrie.

      The Holdings woman frowned for a moment. ‘I am Mage Sanders,’ she said, ‘and there is a little something I have to do before you will be allowed access to her Majesty.’

      ‘Aye?’ said Lennox.

      The Holdings woman stared at him; then blinked, squinting. ‘What?’ she said. She squinted again. ‘What?’ she repeated. She turned to Carrie, her eyes bulging. ‘No.’ She lowered her head, then sat onto one of the long couches, her hands shaking.

      ‘Are you alright, ma’am?’ said one of the Kellach guards.

      She shook her head and lit a cigarette. ‘I’m afraid we have a little problem,’ she said. ‘Would one of you please tell the herald that I am unable to read our two guests?’

      ‘I thought that might be an issue,’ said a voice from the doorway.

      Lennox looked over. Standing there was a Kellach man, his eyes on him.

      ‘Yet you sent me in here regardless, Herald,’ Mage Sanders said, scowling.

      ‘It was necessary,’ the man said, walking between the guards towards Lennox and Carrie. His gaze went from their faces to the glasses of whisky they were holding. ‘If you had been able to read them,’ he went on, ‘then I would have seriously doubted their story.’

      Sanders stood and straightened her tunic. ‘If that is all that’s required of me, then…?’

      The man glanced back at her. ‘Of course. Off you go.’

      The Holdings woman frowned again and left the chamber, leaving the herald and the guards facing Lennox and Carrie.

      ‘My name’s Calder,’ the man said; ‘Herald of the Empire.’

      ‘I’m Carrie,’ she said.

      ‘And I’m Lennox.’

      Calder nodded, then put his hand out. ‘The letter, please.’

      Carrie reached into her coat and passed it to him.

      He smiled. ‘And the other one, too.’

      ‘That one,’ said Lennox, ‘is only meant for the eyes of the Empress.’

      ‘If you don’t hand it over, then you’re not getting to see the Empress; it’s as simple as that.’

      ‘Daphne Holdfast insisted that I…’

      ‘I know what the Holder said; I spoke to her yesterday.’

      ‘You did?’

      Calder smiled. ‘How do you think I knew there was another letter? I imagine the Holdfasts thought you may have difficulties gaining access to her Majesty, so they sent a message to clear the way for you. Holder Fast must have been watching you closely to predict the hour of your arrival so accurately.’

      ‘You knew we were coming?’ said Carrie.

      ‘Aye, and I know all about you; your pasts, and your plans.’

      Lennox glanced at Carrie, then put a hand inside a deep pocket of his overcoat. He withdrew the second letter, held it for a moment, then passed it to Calder.

      ‘I was wondering,’ the herald said, his fingers grasping the letter; ‘what colour are Karalyn’s eyes?’

      ‘Green,’ said Lennox. ‘The same as her mother’s.’

      Calder nodded. ‘This way.’

      The herald went to the doorway as the guards took up flanking positions on either side of Lennox and Carrie. They placed their whiskies back onto the table and followed Calder down a passageway, past more armoured guards and into a small room that was arranged like a study. There was a large desk, covered in papers, and several armchairs by a wall lined with bookshelves. A woman was standing by the fireplace, dressed in elegant robes; a silver band upon her brow.

      ‘Your Majesty,’ Calder said, bowing.

      Lennox and Carrie did the same.

      Calder passed the unopened letter to the Empress, and she removed it from the envelope, her one eye scanning the words. She sighed and shook her head, then threw the letter into the roaring fire.

      She glanced at Calder. ‘It contained exactly what we guessed. No indication of their location, and no commitment to return to the war, other than vague aspirations.’

      She turned to the window.

      Carrie frowned. ‘And a “hello” to you too.’

      The Empress glared at her. ‘Do you think this is amusing? Do you think the Holdfast’s refusal to assist us at this present moment worthy of a joke? Do you have any idea of the dangers the empire is facing? You fucking idiot. Calder, get them out of my sight.’

      ‘I don’t understand,’ said Lennox. ‘We’re here to help. I thought we were on the same side?’

      ‘Really?’ said the Empress. ‘Then tell me, where are the Holdfasts?’

      ‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘Even if I wanted to, Karalyn put a block in our heads, so we wouldn’t be able to reveal anything that might lead you to them.’

      ‘Your Majesty,’ said Calder, his hands outspread, ‘it’s not their fault; they’ve come in good faith. They both have nautical and military experience, and are going to enlist in the marines as soon as they leave the palace. The decisions made by the Holdfasts are not their responsibility.’

      He handed her the first letter. ‘This one is about them.’

      The Empress began reading, and her expression softened a little. She sat in one of the armchairs to continue, then folded it up and slid it back into the envelope.

      She glanced up at them. ‘The marines, you say?’

      ‘Aye,’ said Lennox.

      ‘We don’t normally accept deserters from the Army of Pyre,’ the Empress went on, ‘but for you two, we’ll make an exception. It’s not everyone who gets a glowing recommendation from Holder Fast. Come, sit.’

      Lennox and Carrie approached, and Calder gestured to a couple of chairs. They sat, and Calder poured them whisky.

      ‘Thanks,’ said Carrie, lifting her glass.

      ‘So you’re the father of Karalyn’s twins?’ said the Empress.

      ‘I am,’ said Lennox.

      ‘Then why have you left her side?’

      He lowered his eyes. ‘Karalyn had a prophecy.’

      ‘Ah. You look none too happy about it.’

      ‘I’m not. I’d rather be with them, to be honest; but at the same time I have a debt I’d like to repay. I fought against your forces, we both did, before we understood the true intentions of our leaders. By joining the marines, we might be able to make amends.’

      ‘You’ll be going straight back into the war, you know that?’

      ‘Aye, Empress.’

      ‘A war that we’re losing.’

      He glanced up at her.

      ‘You might not know this, but Stretton Sands fell a few days ago. In a single day we lost thousands of civilians, marines and cavalry troopers, as well as a quarter of the imperial fleet.’

      Lennox’s mouth opened.

      ‘And,’ the Empress went on, ‘unlike Rainsby, where the soulwitch and the young Holdfast mage destroyed uncounted numbers of the enemy, this time the Rahain army was unscathed. Agatha, and another archmage by the name of Racine – they attacked the town alone, and took it.’

      ‘Racine?’ said Carrie.

      The Empress turned to her, frowning. ‘You know of this archmage?’

      Carrie flushed. ‘I… I can’t say. Sorry.’

      The Empress shook her head. ‘Damn Holdfasts. If Karalyn had done as I commanded, then Rainsby would still be standing.’

      ‘It’s not her fault,’ said Lennox; ‘she was giving birth at the time.’

      ‘Aye? And what about all the thirds prior to that? It’s been a year since she disobeyed my orders and ran away. And now, not only have we lost Rainsby, but Stretton Sands as well. Worst of all, the young mages are missing. No bodies have been produced, but we have to presume they perished in the massacre.’

      She sipped her whisky. ‘So that puts three of the Holdfast children out of action. First Corthie, then Kelsey, and now Keir.’ She stared at Lennox. ‘Karalyn’s all we have left, do you understand? Without her, we are defenceless against the archmages. At this moment, two great armies are approaching us. In the west, Witten is advancing towards the Sanang border forts. Once those have been taken, the road to Westport will be open; while in the east, all that stands between Amatskouri and Agatha is the imperial field army, but what use will they be against the power of two archmages?’

      Calder coughed. ‘Your Majesty, perhaps we shouldn’t be quite so open with our guests?’

      ‘Fucksake, Calder,’ the Empress said, ‘he’s not just a guest, he’s Karalyn’s partner; the father of her children. If anyone outside of that damn family can influence her, it’s him.’

      ‘I’m not sure I understand,’ said Lennox. ‘What is it that you want Karalyn to do?’

      The Empress paused, then gazed at the fire. ‘Win the war. With her powers, and the Quadrant, we could kill the archmages, it’s as simple as that. The greatest service you could do me is to persuade her to return to the imperial capital and take up her old position by my side.’

      Lennox said nothing. He knew what Karalyn would make of such a suggestion; she would never put the twins at risk; and she would never kill.

      ‘Will you speak to her?’ said the Empress.

      ‘I will.’

      ‘Really? You mean it?’

      ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘I promise.’

      ‘Our thanks, although from your expression I’d judge your chances of success to be low.’

      ‘May I ask something?’ he said.

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘Do Daphne and Karalyn know about Keir?’

      ‘Aye,’ said Calder. ‘I told Holder Fast when she contacted me yesterday.’

      ‘And if it’s true about Thorn,’ the Empress said, ‘then that’s the last of the family of hedgewitches that arrived from Sanang a year and a half ago.’

      Lennox nodded, saying nothing about his memories of the soulwitch. He had watched as she had risen from a raging fire; could she really now be dead?

      ‘Thanks for having us,’ said Carrie, ‘and thanks for the whisky. I assume you’re probably a busy woman, and the sooner we leave, the sooner we can get back to doing what we’re good at: soldiering.’

      The Empress smiled. ‘With marines like you, the empire’s in safe hands.’ She turned to Calder. ‘Make sure they get a written note from the palace; recommend them for a commission.’

      ‘Aye, your Majesty,’ the herald said, standing.

      Lennox and Carrie got to their feet. He bowed, and the young Kell woman curtsied.

      ‘Farewell,’ said the Empress. ‘If we meet again, I hope it is with Karalyn by your side.’

      Calder escorted them back to the passageway. They stopped off in an office while Calder wrote a short note. He folded it and sealed it with a token he kept on a chain round his neck.

      ‘Give this to the recruiting officer when you arrive at the marine headquarters,’ he said. ‘It’ll get you started.’

      ‘Thanks,’ said Lennox, slipping it into his coat.

      ‘That went well, I thought,’ said the herald.

      ‘You think?’ snorted Carrie.

      ‘She warmed to you after reading Daphne’s letter. You have to remember that you have come from the Holdfasts; when she found out yesterday that you were on your way here, her first instinct was to throw you in the dungeons as hostages.’ He grinned. ‘Instead, you got whisky.’ He gestured to the door. ‘Good luck in the marines.’

      Lennox nodded, unsure if he had been joking. He left the hallway with Carrie, and they stepped back outside the limits of the palace. Guards were waiting to escort them from the Great Fortress. and they set off, back down the iron stairs to the ground floor. The guards left them at the main gates, and they walked down into the darkening streets of the Old Town.

      ‘So that was the Empress?’ said Lennox. ‘I liked her.’

      ‘You would.’

      ‘Shall we head to the marine base?’

      ‘Not yet,’ she said. ‘How about we enjoy one last night of freedom? We’ve got enough left for a room in a hostelry and a hot meal. And,’ she said, opening her coat to reveal a bottle of the Severton twelve-year-old, ‘this needs drinking.’

      ‘You stole that from the palace?’

      She nodded. ‘And now we need to get rid of the evidence.’

      They smiled, and walked off into the bustling streets as the lamps were being lit for evening.

      Carrie glanced at him. ‘Are you really going to try to persuade Karalyn to move back here to the imperial capital?’

      ‘Aye,’ he said; ‘well, I’ll tell her that the Empress asked, though I doubt it’ll make much difference.’

      ‘But what if they’re right? What if Karalyn’s the only one who can stop the archmages?’

      ‘You’re forgetting who struck down Gorman first,’ he said. ‘I didn’t need any help from the Holdfasts then.’

      ‘Aye, but you’d spent all that time with him and Racine first; they trusted you. I’m not sure that trick will work again.’

      ‘What do you want me to say, Carrie? I don’t control what the Holdfasts do. I can speak to Karalyn, but that doesn’t mean she’ll listen to what I say.’

      ‘Aye,’ she said, ‘but as the Empress mentioned, you might be the only one who can try.’

      ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘I’ll try.’

      They stopped outside a busy tavern. The sound of voices and the scent of food were coming from an open window.

      ‘This looks fine,’ said Carrie. ‘Tomorrow morning we can enlist in the marines; for now, let’s get drunk.’
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      Eastern Desert, Republic of the Holdings – 4th Day, Second Third Autumn 526

      Ravi’s eyes squinted in the harsh sunlight. He and Kelsey had been enclosed within the outbuilding for so long that he had forgotten how bright the light in the Holdings could be. As a group of crossbow-wielding guards ushered him and Kelsey across the dry, flagstoned courtyard, he glanced to his left, to gaze at the flat horizon to the east; a featureless landscape of barren desert wastes. He had imagined that their transfer to their purpose-built prison would be an excellent opportunity to escape, but knew he wouldn’t make it far on his own in the desert, even if he didn’t have shackles attached to his wrists and ankles.

      ‘Lovely day for it,’ said Sable, walking alongside. ‘I’m sure you’re going to just love your new place.’

      The two prisoners ignored her as they dragged their chains across the courtyard.

      They turned the corner of the farmhouse and saw a squat stone building, its walls freshly whitewashed.

      ‘Apart from the paint,’ said Ravi, ‘it looks the same as the old place.’

      ‘Such a limited imagination, my Rakanese friend,’ she said. ‘Before the builders left this morning, they gave me a little tour; it’s exactly as I specified.’

      They entered through the sole doorway into a small hallway. Inside, the walls were rough, and the floor consisted of packed earth. There were three other doors leading from it.

      ‘On the right,’ Sable said, gesturing, ‘is where the guards will sleep; left is your new room; and straight ahead? We’ll leave that until last, I think.’

      One of the guards took a ring of keys from his belt and unlocked the door on the left. Ravi and Kelsey went through, covered all the time by crossbows. Inside was a long, narrow space, with low bed pallets on either side. Along the right hand wall was a series of thin slits to let in the light, which formed a pattern across the rest of the room.

      ‘Wow,’ said Kelsey. ‘This is wonderful, Sable. What a beautiful cell, truly enchanting.’

      ‘You can mock all you like,’ said Sable, ‘I’m rather proud of it, actually.’ She nodded to the guards. ‘Attach them to the new chains.’

      The guards grunted and moved into the room. With pliers and a great hammer, they fastened Ravi’s left ankle to the end of a thin chain that snaked across the floor; then they did the same with Kelsey. Once both were secured, the guards then struck the old shackles from their wrists and ankles, and for the first time in thirds, Ravi could rub the ring of red and blistered skin at the end of his forearms. He grimaced in painful relief.

      ‘Yeah,’ said Sable, ’bet that feels good, eh?’

      The guards removed the old chains from the room as Sable sat on one of the low beds.

      ‘And proper mattresses, too,’ she went on. ‘No more straw for my guests to sleep on.’

      ‘I need ointment,’ said Kelsey, ’for where the shackles chafed.’

      ‘I’m sure we can manage that,’ Sable said, standing. ‘Now, these two last doors; the one ahead is your new bathroom.’

      ‘A bathroom?’ Ravi said, his eyes widening.

      ‘Yes, and you’ll find that the chains are long enough to allow you to go in and out whenever you please. Go on, take a look.’

      Kelsey and Ravi walked to the end of the room, and opened the door. Inside was a small, dark chamber, with a circular hole in the centre of the floor.

      Kelsey raised an eyebrow. ‘You’ve really outdone yourself. We’ve progressed from a bucket to a hole in the ground. Still, it’ll be a relief to not be in the same room as Ravi when he’s taking a dump.’

      ‘See?’ said Sable. ‘I knew you’d like it.’

      ‘What about the other door?’ said Ravi.

      ‘I’ve saved the best till last,’ she said. ‘Open it; it’s not locked.’

      Kelsey put her hand on the door and gave it a push. It slid open, revealing daylight. They stepped outside into a small, square yard in the centre of the new building. There were a few wooden chairs laid out, and a selection of potted plants were sitting against a wall.

      ‘Your very own garden,’ said Sable; ‘somewhere you can come and sit whenever you like if you want some fresh air, or peace and quiet from each other’s company.’

      Kelsey walked to the far end of the enclosed yard, stopping when her chain reached its limit. Ravi watched her, then sat in one of the chairs. Sable opened a packet of cigarettes and passed them out. She lit them, and sat next to Ravi, putting her feet up on one of the other chairs.

      ‘Well?’ she said. ‘What do you think?’

      ‘Is your life so empty?’ said Kelsey, smoking. ‘Are you really seeking the approval of your prisoners?’

      ‘We’re stuck together,’ she said, ‘like it or not. I, of course, would prefer you to like it.’

      Ravi shrugged. ‘It is better, I suppose.’

      Kelsey gave him a glare as Sable smiled.

      ‘Thank you, Ravi,’ the Holdings mage said. ‘I appreciate it.’

      ‘Don’t encourage her,’ said Kelsey. ‘She’s a fucking maniac.’

      Sable signalled to one of the guards, who brought a bag forward and laid it on the ground next to her.

      ‘And what do we have here?’ said Sable, grinning as she opened it. ‘Books, games, newspapers…’

      Kelsey tried to scowl, but Ravi saw her eyes widen. Sable plucked an handful of battered old books from the bag.

      ‘We have romantic fiction, some poetry,’ she said, glancing at the young Holdfast, ‘and a special edition of the Holdings Chronicle that has a long piece looking back at your mother’s rule. Written by a royalist, but hey, we can’t have everything.’ She placed the books back into the bag and tossed it to Kelsey. ‘There’s bound to be something in there you’ll like. I’ll try to buy more next time I’m in the village.’

      Kelsey glanced away, but Ravi could see she was interested.

      ‘Also,’ Sable continued, ‘to celebrate the move, I’ve had new clothes made for you. You’ll find them on your beds when you go back in. Finally, I’ve got a crate of food and booze for you as well, with a few sticks of dreamweed thrown in. Best of all,’ she said, a hurt look in her eyes, ‘I’ll leave you alone to enjoy it.’ She stood.

      Ravi and Kelsey glanced at each other. He knew the young Holdings woman was willing him to say nothing, but he felt a sudden urge to ask Sable to stay; to eat and drink with them; talk as if they were friends, maybe even become friends.

      He blinked. Was Sable in his head, trying to manipulate him?

      ‘Thanks,’ he muttered.

      Sable said nothing. She stood for a moment, then turned and left through the other door, the one that led to the entrance hall. The guards followed her, leaving Kelsey and Ravi alone in the yard.

      Kelsey shook her head. ‘That was weird.’

      ‘She was in my head, I’m sure of it,’ Ravi said. ‘She was trying to persuade me to ask her to stay, but as soon as I realised what she was doing she left.’

      ‘Probably embarrassed. Imagine using your powers to beg your prisoners to be nice to you. Something’s wrong here, Ravi. You know, to me she seems terrified, and lonely.’

      ‘Do you feel sorry for her?’

      ‘No,’ she said, flicking ash onto the dry ground. ‘If she’s in deep shit, then she’s brought it on herself. But there’s a problem. Say we’re right, and she’s fallen out with the archmages, aye?’

      ‘Yeah, that’s what seems most likely.’

      ‘Then we’re hiding here, right? Here’s the thing, if Sable’s found, then so are we, and if it’s the archmages who do the finding, then they’ll kill us as soon as they’ve dealt with Sable.’

      ‘So, to help ourselves, we need to help her?’

      Kelsey glanced at him. ‘We need to find out the truth. We could be wrong, and if we are, then helping her might also get us killed.’

      ‘But how do we get her to tell the truth? We’ve been asking her for thirds.’

      ‘We need her to trust us. We need her to think that we really are her friends. She can’t read my mind, but with you it might be more difficult. We can’t trick her; she’ll read any plan we dream up right out of your head. If you only pretend to…’ She shook her head. ‘Shit. I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but if you only pretend to like her, we’ll get nowhere. You’ve going to have to actually like her for it to work.’

      Ravi stubbed the cigarette out beneath his heel. He had a hundred clashing emotions about Sable, from hatred to lust, and from pity to longing. She had killed his sister, his only family; someone he had loved more than anyone else; killed her, and then handed him and Kerri over to the savages that had ordered the slaughter of Silverstream. And yet.

      ‘I’m not sure I can do this,’ he said. ‘How could I ever be friends with the murderer of Yanin? If there’s an afterlife, and I haven’t completely ruled out the prospect, then imagine what my sister would think, watching me befriend her killer. I hate Sable. Okay, I also happen to think she’s the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen, and I’ve dreamt about her many times; but that’s just lust. The most positive emotion I have for her is pity.’

      ‘You pity her?’

      ‘Yeah. Like you said, she’s lonely.’

      ‘Boo hoo.’

      He shrugged. ‘It’s not something I can control. I can’t help feeling sorry for her. What if she longs to be redeemed?’

      Kelsey squinted at him. ‘What?’ She paused, her expression changing. ‘Wait, that might do it. If we’re right, then if she sees that you’re willing to help her redeem herself, if that’s what she actually wants, then she might trust us.’ She shook her head and sighed. ‘Who are we kidding? This is the stupidest plan we’ve dreamed up yet.’

      ‘Fuck it,’ he said, ‘let’s try it anyway. If I can suppress some of my more negative thoughts, and concentrate on pity and redemption…’

      ‘…and a shitload of alcohol and weed.’

      ‘That’d help.’

      ‘Alright. Let’s do it.’

      They went back into their room and found that basins of warm water had been placed upon the small tables by the head of each bed. On the floor lay two trunks, filled with clean, folded clothes and towels. Kelsey rushed over to the basin by her bed, and put her hands into the steaming water.

      ‘Bliss,’ she said. ‘Now piss off, I want to get clean.’
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      They took it in turns to wash and dress, then unpacked the books, games and papers from the bag. A crate had been left by the door, filled with food, rum and fresh water.

      ‘It’s time,’ said Kelsey, ‘Go outside and call on her.’

      Ravi nodded and went out into the yard.

      ‘Sable!’ he yelled.

      A guard walked through from the entrance hall. ‘What are you up to, eh? No shouting.’

      ‘Could you ask Mistress Sable to come here, please?’

      He rolled his eyes and went back through the door.

      Kelsey walked into the yard. ‘Well?’

      Ravi shrugged. ‘We’ll see, I guess.’

      ‘We’ll have to get her extremely drunk,’ she said, lighting a weedstick. ‘Piebald drunk.’

      ‘Is that a Holdings term? Another horse metaphor?’

      ‘Alright, let’s get her toad-drunk. That better?’

      ‘Rubbered,’ he said, as they sat. She passed him the weedstick.

      He took a draw and relaxed, letting the sun shine upon his skin. It was a stupid plan, he thought. Sable would see through it in a second, and realise his true feelings towards her.

      ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘I do.’

      Ravi blinked. Sable was standing in front of them, her hands on her hips.

      ‘Pity?’ she said.

      ‘We thought it was worth a go,’ Ravi said. ‘It’s like, we want to help you, if by helping you we save ourselves, but we can only do that if you tell us the truth.’

      Sable’s features fell. ‘You don’t want to help me. You hate me.’

      ‘You killed my sister, Sable!’ he cried. ‘You’ll never find redemption.’

      Sable’s mouth opened for a second as she gazed into Ravi’s eyes. ‘Wait,’ she said. ‘You don’t believe that. You think…’ Her voice trailed away.

      Kelsey cleared her throat. ‘Take a seat. I’ll get the rum.’

      She got to her feet and went back into the building. Ravi glanced at Sable. ‘Before she comes back,’ he said, ‘I’ll admit it. Okay, maybe you can find redemption, but remember that I probably only think that because I’m a sap; I think everyone deserves another chance.’

      ‘Even me?’

      ‘Do I need to say it? You know my answer to that.’

      She smiled, then sat on one of the chairs. He passed her the dreamweed as Kelsey emerged from the room carrying the crate. She set it down onto the ground as Ravi glanced up at the sky.

      ‘Does it ever rain?’ he said.

      ‘Maybe for a few days in winter,’ Kelsey said.

      ‘Is that it?’

      She sat. ‘If we’re lucky. This part of the Holdings gets the least amount of rainfall anywhere on the Star Continent. There’s a reason there’s a fucking desert outside.’ She glanced at Sable as she opened a bottle of rum. ‘I’m guessing we’re not too far from the eastern edge of Holdfast lands.’

      ‘Quite possibly,’ she said. ‘I love the desert. It’s the only place I feel truly at peace.’

      ‘You don’t seem at peace to me,’ said Ravi.

      Kelsey poured out large measures of rum into three mugs, then passed them out as Sable sat in silence.

      ‘Let’s get on with it,’ Kelsey said. ‘The fact that we’re sitting here drinking together is starting to stretch my credulity.’

      Sable picked up her mug of rum and drained it. Kelsey arched an eyebrow, then glanced at Ravi.

      ‘Another,’ said Sable, holding out the mug.

      Kelsey obliged, pouring out an even larger measure.

      ‘Do you remember the caravan?’ said Ravi. ‘When you got me drunk?’

      ‘What’s this?’ said Kelsey, lighting another weedstick.

      Sable smirked at Ravi. ‘You were willing enough; at least, I didn’t have to try too hard to persuade you.’

      ‘You were conning me the whole time.’

      ‘Of course I was. Can you imagine what I was feeling? I’d just discovered that a runaway diamond mage was in the same convoy as me. I set to work as soon as I saw you.’ She laughed. ‘That first night, I knew I had to separate you from Yanin and Kerri, so I sent those travelling girls down to collect them, and then I… persuaded you to come and look for me.’

      Ravi frowned. ‘You did what?’

      ‘I went into your head and placed a thought of me there, then I got you to your feet and willed you to find me. Have you imagined all this time that us meeting on the edge of the camp that night was a coincidence? I summoned you, and you came.’

      ‘What?’ he said. His mind was spinning; was she telling him the truth? He remembered that night, recalled how annoyed he had felt when Yanin and Kerri had left him alone; had it all been engineered by Sable?

      She drained her glass again, then glanced at them. ‘Come on, keep up. Finish whatever’s in your mug, or I’m leaving.’

      Kelsey narrowed her eyes, then gulped down what was left of her rum. Ravi stared at the contents of his mug. He was unused to alcohol. Apart from that one time on Autumn’s Day, he hadn’t touched a drink since he had been captured.

      ‘We’re waiting, Ravi,’ said Sable.

      He threw back his hand and glugged the rum down, forcing himself to swallow. When the mug was empty he fell off the chair onto his knees, coughing, and trying with all his strength not to be sick. His head spun, and his stomach was roiling. He opened his eyes as the sound of laughter filled his ears.

      ‘Amused, are you?’ he groaned.

      ‘Aye,’ said Kelsey. ‘I’d always imagined you as a hardened drinker.’

      He got back into his seat, willing his guts to settle.

      ‘Right,’ said Sable, ‘let’s play a little game of truths. We’ll each ask the person on our left. I’ll go first.’

      ‘Hang on a minute,’ said Ravi. ‘What are the rules?’

      ‘There are no rules,’ she said, turning to him as Kelsey re-filled their mugs. ‘Are you ready?’

      Ravi frowned, then nodded.

      ‘Good,’ she said. ‘Tell us, Ravi, what’s the worst thing you’ve ever done to a woman?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Come on,’ she laughed, ‘you’re always going on about how many girlfriends you’ve had.’

      He frowned. ‘But you already know everything. You can read every thought in my head.’

      ‘Yeah,’ she said, ‘but Kelsey doesn’t know. This is for her benefit.’

      He sat back for a moment, thinking. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘There was one time I was dating this girl, she worked on the beachfront, had her own stall. She was so cute, and wore these little shorts in the summer that… never mind. Anyway, we’d been seeing each other for a while, but nothing had happened, so I, well, I decided to see if getting her drunk might, you know… help things along.’

      ‘I’m seeing some interesting parallels with the present situation,’ said Sable, ‘but go on.’

      ‘Well, my plan went a little too well, cause an hour in, she was rubbered. I mean, she could barely walk.’

      ‘This story had better not be going where I think it is,’ said Kelsey.

      ‘Well it is, and it isn’t,’ he said. ‘I had to take her home; I practically had to carry her the entire way. When we got to her apartment, I got her into bed, and she was asleep the moment her head hit the pillow. I was pissed off, I’ll not lie; I was horny as hell. I left her room, and sitting in the kitchen was her sister. I had no idea she lived there as well; it was the first time I’d been in her apartment. Anyway, her sister looked quite similar, and was just as cute, so I.. I, well, I ended up seducing her instead, and we had sex on the kitchen table while her sister slept in the next room.’

      Sable laughed. ‘You dog.’

      ‘That’s not the worst part,’ he said. ‘I actually called her by her sister’s name while we were in the middle of it. That didn’t go down well. Needless to say, that was the last time I saw either of them.’

      Sable took another drink. ‘Now it’s your turn to ask Kelsey something.’

      Ravi nodded, feeling the alcohol relax him. He glanced at Kelsey. ‘How will we know you’re telling the truth?’

      ‘Trust,’ said Sable.

      ‘I’ll tell the truth,’ Kelsey said.

      Ravi eyed the young Holdings woman. Girl. She didn’t seem to be affected by the rum, but he knew how good she was at hiding how she felt.

      ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Tell us one of the prophecies you’ve had about us.’

      Sable groaned. ‘I don’t want to hear this.’

      ‘Hey, you said no rules,’ Ravi cried. ‘You can’t change your mind now.’

      ‘Fine,’ she said, shaking her head, ‘but it had better not be too… much. I mean it, Kelsey. If you’ve seen my death, then I don’t want to know.’

      ‘I haven’t seen your death,’ she said. ‘I’ve only had one vision that has both of you in it, but it’s one of my favourites.’

      ‘Yeah?’ said Ravi. ‘Was it through my eyes?’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘Hers.’

      She passed him the dreamweed and he took a draw.

      ‘Alright,’ she said. ‘It takes place here, in this new wondrous home that’s been built for us. I recognised it as soon as we walked in. Sable’s kneeling by your bed…’

      ‘Yeah?’ he said. ‘My bed?’

      ‘Aye,’ said Kelsey, frowning at him, ‘but it’s not that.’

      ‘Thank fuck,’ muttered Sable.

      ‘Why’s she kneeling then?’ he said.

      ‘She’s removing your ankle chain.’

      Sable snorted. ‘Yeah, right. You’ve just made that up.’

      ‘Nope,’ said Kelsey. ‘It’s true. You have a little key, and you unlock the shackles and take them off.’

      ‘Never going to happen,’ said Sable, lighting a cigarette.

      Kelsey smirked. ‘I believe it’s my turn now.’

      Sable shrugged. ‘It appears so.’

      ‘And you’ll give an honest answer?’

      ‘I will, if you two finish the drinks you’re holding. I’m not going to be the only one drunk here.’

      Ravi glanced at his mug, feeling nauseous at the thought. He closed his eyes and drank. The rum almost came right back up again, and he clenched his stomach, groaning. He turned to see Kelsey had done the same. She was swaying on her seat, though she was trying to look like she was still sober.

      ‘Fine?’ she slurred. ‘Right, my question.’ She puffed out her cheeks. ‘Why me? Why are you keeping me here?’

      Sable nodded, and for a moment Ravi thought she was going to refuse to answer, as she had on every other occasion they had asked.

      ‘Seven years ago,’ she said, her eyes lowered, ‘I joined the imperial intelligence service, under High Mage Isobel. I was eighteen. My family, the Blackholds, had helped get me the position. I worked hard; did what I was told, but something didn’t sit right with me. I kept it to myself, but my faith in the Creator was always more important to me than anything else.’

      ‘What,’ said Kelsey, ‘the Creator that my sister and aunty killed?’

      ‘Don’t interrupt,’ said Sable. ‘I refused to believe what I was told about the death of the old Emperor. It seemed ridiculous to me; how could anyone kill God? I remember trying to keep a straight face when Isobel told me about it. That was the turning point. If Isobel hadn’t told me, I might never have listened to Ghorley. It was bad enough that Bridget and the rebels had killed the last vision mage capable of speaking to the Creator, but to hear the story that they had actually killed the Creator himself? From that moment I viewed the Empress as an enemy in my heart, though of course I told no one. No one, until Ghorley’s spies first got in contact with me. They asked me why I was endangering my eternal soul by working for the enemies of the Creator; and I had no answer.

      ‘That was when I was twenty-one. I travelled to Rahain in secret, and met with Ghorley; and that sealed it for me. From then on I lived a double life, working for the empire and for Rahain at the same time; but I always knew where my true loyalties lay – with the Creator. I was very good at what I did. I had spies, and assassination squads, all infiltrated into the imperial capital, awaiting my command. I was also in charge of the runs to Silverstream; delivering weapons and evacuating dissidents, and that’s how I met Ravi.’

      She paused for a moment to drink more rum.

      ‘It was when I escorted him back to the Rahain Capital that things began to change,’ she said. ‘That was the first time I met Agatha and Witten; and heard about Belinda and the other archmages.’

      Ravi glanced at Kelsey, who was staring at Sable.

      ‘And?’ he said.

      ‘Don’t rush me,’ Sable said. ‘I’m having difficulty saying it, because I still find it hard to believe.’

      ‘What?’ he said.

      ‘The truth about the archmages,’ she said. ‘They’re the same as the Creator. Agatha told me they knew him. She also told me that it was true he was dead. I couldn’t take it in, but Ghorley and Yosin confirmed it.’ She shook her head. ‘The Creator wasn’t God. He was an archmage like the others.’

      She fell silent, gazing at the ground as she smoked. Kelsey leant over and picked up the bottle of rum. She poured some into her mug, but it ran out.

      ‘I’ll get the other bottle,’ she said, and rummaged in the bag. ‘Pyre’s arse, I’m hammered.’

      Sable glanced up, a strange smile on her face. ‘Pyre? Yes, that’s the lie we used to keep the Kellach in Liberton calm. We told them that Pyre was just another name for the Creator, and they believed it. Well, the recruits in the Army of Pyre did, anyway.’ She watched as Kelsey opened the second bottle and refilled their mugs. ‘I went back to the Plateau after leaving the Rahain Capital,’ she went on, ‘bringing Nadia and few others with me. My thoughts were whirling. Had I been worshipping not God, but just an immortal and powerful mage? Agatha had also told me about the threat that the Holdfasts represented; about how only they seemed capable of resisting the power of the archmages.’ She glanced at Kelsey. ‘About how they could hide from the archmages.’

      She took a sip of rum. ‘My next task, after dropping off Nadia, was to go to the Holdings, to help my uncle in his bid to overthrow Daphne’s government. My main contact was Asher, whom I believe you have met.’

      Kelsey narrowed her eyes. ‘Is she the one who killed my father?’

      Sable nodded. ‘She almost killed the rest of your family as well. She went up to the Holdfast estate, and it was only the Quadrant that saved them.’

      ‘The what?’ said Kelsey.

      She smiled. ‘For another time.’

      ‘It was how Karalyn brought us back from Rahain when she rescued us,’ Ravi said. ‘I fixed it.’

      ‘So you did,’ said Sable, ‘and now the Holdfasts have it. You’d find it hard to believe just how angry that made Agatha.’

      ‘Is it the only one?’ said Ravi. ‘Didn’t they bring a spare from wherever they came from?’

      ‘It’s the only one,’ Sable said. ‘Agatha told me she has the power to make a new one, but that it would take ages. Decades, she said, to organise the manufacturing facilities capable of constructing such a device. The other thing that threw them was that Karalyn was able to use it. They have no idea how she learned that trick.’

      ‘It speaks to her,’ Ravi said, ‘when she touches it.’

      Sable frowned. ‘I can’t accept that. Belinda must have shown her.’

      ‘Belinda?’ said Ravi. ‘No way. Her mind was completely wiped. She remembers nothing of her previous life as an archmage.’

      ‘He’s right,’ said Kelsey. ‘When I met her in Rainsby, she didn’t know anything about the time before Karalyn scoured her.’

      ‘There’s something not quite right with her head,’ said Ravi. ‘Bit of a mental bitch. She was quite happy to watch Agatha torture Kerri when she was helping to rescue us from Rahain.’

      ‘She always preferred to work alone, apparently,’ Sable said. ‘When she went on her mission to Plateau City, Agatha didn’t exactly approve, but Belinda was determined. She had been the lover of the Creator, or so Agatha told me, and it was personal for her. She wanted to kill everyone who had been involved in the Creator’s death. Agatha let her go in the end because, if she had succeeded, there might have been no need for a war.’

      ‘But my sister stopped her,’ said Kelsey.

      ‘Yeah, just like she saved your family from Asher.’

      ‘Except for my father. Karalyn wasn’t there to save him.’

      ‘No. She was in Rahain at the time, saving Ravi instead.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

      ‘Don’t be silly,’ Kelsey said. ‘It’s not your fault.’ She pointed at Sable. ‘It’s hers.’

      Sable nodded. ‘I accept I had a part in it; just as it was I who told Asher that your mother was on her estate when she went there to kill her. Asher is… different from the others. If you think Agatha is ruthless, then she’s nothing compared to Asher. And that’s when I made my mistake.’

      ‘What?’ said Ravi.

      ‘The last time I met her, in Holdings City, I was careless, and left my thoughts open. All my doubts about the archmages, and my confusion over my faith. I had started to fear them, and hate them too, and she saw it all. The moment her expression changed will stay with me forever. I knew then that she was going to kill me, that I was no longer useful to them; that my doubts made me a liability.’

      She sipped her rum again, then glanced at Kelsey. ‘And so we come to you. Why you, you asked. Is it not obvious? You’re a Holdfast.’

      ‘So?’ said Kelsey. ‘I’m not a dream mage like my sister.’

      ‘You really don’t know, do you?’ Sable said, shaking her head. ‘Aside from the ability to see the future, you have a very particular skill. You’re as good as invisible to them.’

      ‘Invisible?’ said Ravi. ‘You mean like how Karalyn can vanish?’

      ‘Have you ever noticed me vanish, Ravi?’ snorted Kelsey.

      ‘I didn’t mean like that,’ said Sable. She stared at the girl. ‘You have a power that negates the power of other mages. If they vision, you are hidden. If they try to kill you with flow powers, you’re protected; and not only you, but those around you too. They’re coming for me. They know I have you, but as long as we stick together, they’ll never catch us.’

      Kelsey’s eyes widened. ‘I.. I’m shielding you from them?’

      ‘Yes, Miss Holdfast. Now you understand why I can never let you escape; you’re the only person stopping Asher from finding and killing me.’ She smirked at Ravi. ‘Still think I’m worthy of redemption?’

      He looked into her eyes. He didn’t trust her, but believed she had been telling the truth; believed that she had been wanting to tell them for a long time. Despite himself, he felt a twinge of empathy for her.

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘Not yet.’
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      Colsbury Castle, Republic of the Holdings – 8th Day, Second Third Autumn 526

      Karalyn gazed at the two cots by the wall. The twins were both sleeping, and she could hear their soft breath.

      ‘They’ll be fine,’ said her mother. ‘Jemma will be here, and we’ll only be gone a few minutes.’

      ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I’m starting to have second thoughts about the whole idea.’

      Her mother groaned, and sat down on a chair.

      ‘Told you,’ said Shella.

      Karalyn frowned. To her way of thinking, using the Quadrant was too risky if it meant leaving the twins behind, but she couldn’t take them along; that would be reckless.

      ‘Maybe if we wait until they’re a bit older,’ she said.

      ‘What?’ said her mother. ‘How old? Eighteen? Thirty?’

      ‘What, so you’re happy to abandon them here while we leave?’

      ‘We’re not abandoning them, daughter dear. Jemma is perfectly capable of looking after them for the short time we’ll be away.’

      ‘But what if something happens?’

      ‘Nothing will happen,’ Daphne said. ‘It’ll be fine.’

      ‘You don’t know that.’

      Shella snorted. ‘We’re wasting our time. She’s clearly not ready.’

      ‘Maybe we could try tomorrow,’ said Darine.

      ‘Why?’ said Shella. ‘What do you think will occur between now and then that’ll make any difference?’

      The Domm woman shrugged. ‘It’s just a suggestion.’

      ‘Yeah? Well, it’s a stupid one. Are we done? I have better things I could be doing.’

      ‘Fine,’ Karalyn said, shaking her head. ‘One condition – we’re there and back in under five minutes.’

      ‘Agreed,’ said Daphne. ‘Five minutes.’

      ‘What?’ said Shella. ‘That’s ridic…’

      ‘Shut up, Shella,’ Daphne said.

      The Rakanese woman folded her arms and glared. Karalyn gazed down at the table in front of her. Lying there was the Quadrant, tucked inside its leather case. She hadn’t touched it since it had brought them from the Domm Pass to Colsbury, and she felt her fingers tingle as they came into contact with the smooth, copper-coloured metal.

      Command me, Karalyn.

      She glanced up at the others. ‘Hold onto my arm.’

      Her mother, Shella and Darine each reached out and took hold of Karalyn. She took a last glance at Jemma, who was sitting watching near the cots, her own son on her knee.

      Back porch. Go.

      The room around them vanished, and was replaced with the rear porch of the Holdfast mansion. Karalyn felt the warm wind through her hair and smiled.

      ‘See?’ said her mother. ‘That wasn’t so hard now, was it?’ She glanced around. ‘It’s quiet.’

      ‘Good,’ said Shella. ‘We’d give people heart attacks if we suddenly appeared in front of them.’

      ‘You seemed alright when we did it to you,’ said Daphne.

      ‘That’s different. I’m hard to impress.’

      Daphne’s eyes hazed over for a moment. ‘Celine’s inside,’ she said. ‘Come on.’

      She strode off towards the back door, Shella by her side. Karalyn waited for Darine, who was glancing around at the buildings of the estate.

      ‘This was your home?’ she said. ‘It’s like a palace.’

      ‘Hopefully it’ll be my home again one day,’ Karalyn said. ‘Last time I was here, Asher was trying to kill us.’

      ‘She’s not here now, is she?’

      Karalyn shook her head, and they entered the mansion. Everything was in its place, and there were no traces of the mess Asher had made. They walked down the hallway until they heard voices, then went into a large study.

      ‘Karalyn!’ cried Celine, who was embracing her mother.

      Karalyn smiled and joined them. ‘Good to see you again, aunty.’

      ‘Well, it’s a lovely surprise, but what are you doing here?’

      ‘We came to see you,’ said Daphne; ‘to see how you were doing.’

      Celine peered out of the window. ‘Did you come in the back way? I don’t see any carriage.’

      ‘We can’t stay long,’ said Karalyn. ‘I left the twins with Jemma and Cole.’

      ‘The twins, of course,’ said Celine. ‘I heard. You can stay for the night though, yes?’

      ‘Just a few minutes, I’m afraid.’

      Celine frowned. ‘But you only just got here. You must be hungry.’ She picked up a small handbell. ‘I’ll get some tea and lunch brought in.’

      Karalyn opened her mouth to speak, but her mother gestured to her.

      ‘That would be great,’ Daphne said. ‘Thank you.’

      Celine rang the bell and went to the door to speak to a servant who appeared.

      Daphne nudged her daughter. ‘It would break your aunt’s heart if we leave so quickly.’

      ‘Fine,’ Karalyn muttered. ‘One cup of tea, that’s it.’

      ‘Excellent,’ said Shella, sitting. ‘I can relax for a moment.’

      ‘You’ve spent the last decade relaxing,’ said Daphne.

      ‘I’m fucking royalty,’ she said, lighting a cigarette. ‘I deserve it.’

      Celine walked back over. ‘Tea will be here in a few minutes. So, where have you been living?’

      ‘We went to Kellach Brigdomin, would you believe,’ said Daphne.

      ‘You?’ Celine said. ‘In Kellach Brigdomin? I thought you said you’d never go there.’

      Daphne shrugged. ‘I didn’t intend to.’ She lit a cigarette. ‘That’s why we didn’t contact you; we were too far away.’

      Celine’s eyes narrowed, but she said nothing.

      ‘This is a little awkward,’ said Shella. ‘Am I to understand that no one told Celine here where you were, or even that you were still alive?’

      ‘I reached out to her when we got to… the new place we’re staying,’ said Daphne.

      ‘Which is?’ said Celine.

      ‘Can’t tell you, sorry.’

      ‘Well, if Shella’s with you, I’m going to guess Colsbury.’

      Daphne glanced at Shella. ‘Damn. Should have left you behind.’

      ‘Bloody Holdfasts,’ said Shella. ‘So poor Celine had to endure thirds of thinking you were all probably dead?’

      ‘What else could I do?’ cried Daphne. ‘I was in Kellach Brigdomin. I can’t reach the Holdings from there.’ She turned to Celine. ‘Look, I’m sorry. It must have been an awful time.’

      ‘When I got back to the mansion,’ Celine said, ‘the day after Asher attacked you; the whole place was abandoned. I had to go inside, alone. I saw the blood in the hallway, and the broken furniture. I didn’t know what to think. Then the servants started to return, once I’d lit the lamps and cleaned up. They told me that the house had been attacked by a powerful mage, but none of them could tell me what had happened to you.’

      ‘It was my fault,’ said Karalyn. ‘I made us all invisible so we could escape.’

      ‘I just wish you’d told me,’ she said. ‘I know Kellach Brigdomin is far away, but there was all that time on the journey when you could have let me know.’

      ‘Sorry.’

      Celine glanced at Darine. ‘And this is?’

      ‘A friend we met in Domm,’ Karalyn said. ‘Her name’s Darine.’

      ‘Nice to meet you,’ Celine said.

      The young Domm woman gave a nervous smile.

      At that moment the door opened, and a servant wheeled in a trolley. His eyes widened as he realised who was in the room.

      ‘Holder Fast!’ he cried. ‘Ma’am!’

      ‘Good afternoon, Samuel,’ Daphne said, smiling.

      ‘Are you… back, ma’am?’

      ‘Just a short visit for now,’ she said.

      ‘Get on with serving the tea,’ muttered Shella.

      The servant straightened. ‘Of course, yes; my apologies.’

      ‘We’re in my home now, princess,’ said Daphne; ‘not yours, so I’d be obliged if you behaved a little less loutishly than normal.’

      ‘I didn’t agree to that,’ Shella said, as the servant poured the tea. ‘Three sugars in mine.’

      The servant bowed, and continued. When he had finished, he took a step back from the trolley. ‘Will that be all, ma’am?’

      ‘Actually, no,’ said Daphne. ‘Come with me. I want to pack some things, and I’ll need your assistance.’

      ‘Of course, ma’am; I’d be delighted to help.’

      Daphne accompanied the servant to the door and they left the study.

      ‘Where’s she off to?’ said Karalyn. ‘This wasn’t part of the plan. This is already much longer than five minutes.’

      ‘Five minutes?’ said Celine, frowning.

      ‘Yeah,’ said Shella. ‘Karalyn here reckoned we could be in and out in that time.’

      Karalyn picked up her tea. ‘I wish we could stay longer, but the twins, remember?’

      ‘Then why didn’t you bring them, dear?’ said Celine. ‘I would have loved to have seen them.’

      ‘Maybe I should have,’ she said. ‘I don’t know, I guess we didn’t think it through.’

      ‘This is the practice run,’ said Shella. ‘This was the only trip you could have brought them on. The next ones will be a bit more… spicy.’

      ‘No they won’t,’ said Karalyn. ‘We won’t be going anywhere spicy.’

      ‘That’s not what your mother thinks.’

      Celine sat. ‘I’m not even going to pretend to know what you’re talking about.’

      ‘Just the usual Holdfast bullshit,’ said Shella. ‘Ever wonder if you married into the wrong family?’

      Celine raised an eyebrow. ‘Now and then.’

      ‘If I were you,’ Shella said, ‘I’d give serious consideration to changing my name. The Holdfasts are being hunted by a bunch of homicidal super-mages. I’m not sure they’ll care about making a distinction in your case. Just saying.’

      Celine glanced at Karalyn. ‘Is that true?’

      ‘You know about Kelsey and Corthie, aye?’

      She frowned. ‘No. What about them?’

      ‘Oh. Didn’t mother…?’

      ‘She mentioned nothing about the children. When she contacted me, it was literally to say that she was alive, and that you were having twins, then she was gone again.’

      ‘Keir’s missing too,’ said Shella. ‘It’s not just the younger ones.’

      ‘They’re missing?’ Celine cried, putting a hand to her mouth. ‘Three of the children are missing?’

      ‘Sorry to be the one to tell you,’ said Karalyn. ‘I thought you knew.’

      Celine burst into tears, sobbing uncontrollably as the others shared glances. Karalyn put a hand on the woman’s shoulder.

      ‘Corthie and Kelsey were both taken in Spring,’ Karalyn said. ‘Keir’s situation’s different – he vanished after Stretton Sands fell to the Rahain army a little while ago.’

      Daphne walked back into the room. Behind her the servant was carrying a large trunk. She directed him to set it down by the table, then noticed Celine’s tears.

      ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘Karalyn’s just told her that three of your children are missing,’ said Shella.

      Daphne sighed. ‘Really? Was that necessary? I’m sure Celine has enough on her plate. And anyway, Keir’s fine. I’m not worried about him. I refuse to be worried about him. Two’s bad enough. Don’t worry though, they’re all alive; and we’re getting them back.’

      Celine glanced up. ‘You know where they are?’

      ‘No, not yet, but we have something; a device we can use which will make it a lot easier to find them.’

      ‘Who has them?’

      ‘The same animals that took Killop from us.’

      ‘Why?’ she said. ‘Why us?’

      ‘Karalyn’s dream mage powers.’ Daphne said. ‘So far, they’ve allowed us to kill two of them. Should have been three, but my beloved daughter’s conscience got in the way. That leaves four. We find them, then we’ll find Corthie and Kelsey.’

      ‘Is that what you’re going to do?’

      ‘Yes. We’ll hunt them down just like they’re hunting us.’

      Karalyn frowned, but said nothing. She had heard more than enough of her mother’s plans over the preceding thirds, no matter how often she had told her she wasn’t going to use the Quadrant to kill. There was so much good they could do with the device, without resorting to murder.

      She put down her empty tea cup and glanced at her mother.

      ‘I know that look,’ Daphne said. ‘We should be going.’

      ‘Already?’ said Celine. ‘What difference will one extra night make to your journey?’

      ‘I need to get back to the twins,’ said Karalyn. ‘Sorry, aunty.’

      ‘So you appear out of nowhere,’ Celine said, ‘tell me such devastating news, and then leave again? How am I supposed to sleep at night, knowing the danger the children are in?’

      Daphne frowned at her daughter. ‘This is why it was a bad idea to say anything.’

      ‘Promise me you’ll let me know if they’re safe,’ said Celine. ‘I’m sure you can reach here from Colsbury.’

      ‘You can’t tell anyone where we are,’ said Daphne. ‘No one knows, not even the Empress. If the archmages find out, then it’ll ruin everything. Our plan will only succeed if it remains a secret.’

      Karalyn coughed. ‘Should I…?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Daphne. ‘Maybe?’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ said Celine.

      ‘They’re deciding,’ said Shella, ‘whether to wipe your memories or not.’

      ‘I’m really starting to wish we had left you behind,’ said Daphne.

      ‘Is that true?’ said Celine. ‘About my memories?’

      ‘Aye,’ said Karalyn. ‘Only the bit about Colsbury though; I was going to leave the rest.’

      Celine shook her head. ‘Then do it. I’d rather not know anyway, to be honest, and it’ll stop you and your mother worrying.’

      Karalyn nodded, then entered the mind of her aunt. It was a deeply familiar place, where she had been many times in her childhood. She erased the location from her memory, but left the knowledge that it was within vision range.

      ‘There. All done.’

      Celine frowned, then glanced at Shella. ‘It’s Colsbury isn’t it? Sorry, she’s still here. It makes it too obvious.’

      ‘You’re just going to have to keep it secret then,’ said Daphne.

      ‘Best we don’t take any chances,’ said Karalyn. ‘Shella, could you leave, please? Go to the same place we arrived.’

      ‘What?’ Shella said. ‘You’re kidding me? No, I can see that you’re not. Fucksake, okay.’ She got to her feet. ‘Bye, then, Celine. Thanks for the tea.’ She sighed and left the study.

      Karalyn went back into Celine’s mind, and removed all trace of Colsbury, and the fact that Shella had been in the mansion.

      ‘Fine, this time we’re done,’ she said.

      Celine looked confused, and glanced round the room.

      ‘We’d better go,’ Karalyn went on. She kissed Celine. ‘We’ll let you know if anything changes with Corthie or Kelsey.’

      ‘And Keir.’

      ‘Aye, Keir too.’

      Daphne embraced her sister-in-law, and Darine gave an awkward bow.

      ‘Shall I walk you to the door?’ Celine said.

      ‘No,’ said Daphne. ‘Best you stay here. Darine, can you manage the trunk, please?’

      ‘Aye, ma’am.’

      The Domm woman picked up the trunk with ease, and Daphne led the way out of the study. Karalyn smiled at Celine, then followed. They went through the mansion and back out onto the rear porch, where Shella was leaning against the railing, smoking.

      ‘Hold onto me,’ said Karalyn, taking the Quadrant from her tunic.

      They reached out and took her arm.

      Colsbury. Go.

      In an instant they were back in the large room in the Great Keep that they had departed from. Karalyn strode over to the cots, where the twins were still sleeping.

      ‘Everything alright?’ she asked Jemma.

      ‘You were only gone twenty minutes,’ she said. She noticed the trunk that Darine was carrying. ‘Did you manage to get the things I asked for?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Daphne. ‘About half of the stuff in there is yours.’

      ‘What’s the other half?’ said Karalyn.

      Her mother smiled. ‘As much of your father’s whisky that would fit.’

      ‘Good job, Daffers,’ said Shella. ‘I’m looking forward to cracking one open tonight.’

      Daphne shrugged. ‘Any particular reason to wait until then?’

      Shella grinned. Darine put the trunk down and they opened it. Daphne extracted a bottle of whisky from among the piles of Jemma’s things, and handed it to Shella. She reached back in with her arm, and took out something else. ‘I saw this,’ she said to Karalyn. ‘Thought you might like it for the twins.’

      She handed the object to her daughter. Karalyn glanced at it. It was the old toy bear that she had played with as a child.

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘No problem. Right, if you need me, I’ll be getting drunk with Shella.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘We take out Asher first,’ Daphne said, the whisky glass balanced in her fingers, ‘then we hit the others. And by “others”, I’m including that bitch Sable. She might not be an archmage, but she’s a traitor, and she took my girl. She gets killed on sight, agreed?’

      ‘Whatever,’ said Shella. ‘When the time comes, just point me at them and I’ll take care of the rest.’

      Karalyn frowned. Her mother and Shella had been drinking all afternoon, and the small room stank of smoke, despite Karalyn having opened every window.

      ‘And what about Bridget?’ Daphne said.

      ‘What about her?’ said Shella.

      ‘Should we pay her a visit? Drop in on her unexpectedly, and see if she’s getting it on with that Calder guy?’

      ‘Mother, please,’ Karalyn said.

      ‘I remember when you used to fancy him,’ she said.

      ‘No, I didn’t. Aren’t we supposed to be talking about how to find Corthie and Kelsey?’

      ‘Are you implying that I don’t care?’ said her mother. ‘Is that what you’re saying?’

      ‘Oh mother, you’re drunk. Of course I’m not saying that.’

      ‘My beautiful little ones,’ she said. ‘I’ll kill those bastards when I get my hands on them.’

      ‘Hand,’ said Shella.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Your hand,’ she said. ‘You’ve only got one good one, remember?

      Daphne frowned. ‘I didn’t mean it literally; I’m not going to punch them to death. I’m going to cut off their heads with my sword, just like I did with Gorman.’

      ‘So you keep saying,’ Shella said. ‘When do we start?’

      ‘That’s up to her,’ she said, nodding at Karalyn.

      ‘How many times do I have to tell you?’ Karalyn said. ‘We’re not using the Quadrant to kill.’

      ‘Then what the fuck are we going to use it for?’ said Shella. ‘Shopping trips? A day at the seaside?’

      ‘How about Liberton?’ she said.

      ‘Where’s that?’

      ‘Deep within Rahain,’ she said. ‘It’s where they keep all of the Kellach; like a giant open-air prison.’

      ‘And why would we go there?’

      Karalyn put her elbows on the table and leaned forward. ‘Darine’s boys.’

      ‘They’ll be there, will they?’ said Daphne.

      ‘It’s the only place in Rahain where the Kellach live, except for the Army of Pyre, if there’s any of them left. Darine remembers the family that took her children; if we go, we can find them.’

      Shella and Daphne glanced at each other.

      ‘See?’ said Karalyn. ‘There are good things we can do with the Quadrant; things that don’t involve killing anyone.’

      ‘I’d be up for that,’ said Daphne, pouring herself another whisky.

      ‘Yeah?’ said Shella. ‘Sounds dull.’

      ‘We could make it interesting,’ Daphne said. ‘Think about it – all those Kellach Brigdomin. They must be ripe for revolt, surely? We go in, show them how it’s done. We could lead un uprising, just like Killop did.’

      ‘Stop, mother,’ Karalyn said. ‘That could lead to the death of hundreds.’

      ‘Who cares?’ said Shella. ‘So long as they’re Rahain, then the more dead the better.’

      ‘You don’t mean that.’

      Shella laughed. ‘Fucking lizards can all jump in the ocean as far as I’m concerned.’

      ‘Aye? And that includes Laodoc and Nyane? Two of the best people I’ve ever known. The Rahain peasants have the worst lives of anyone on the entire continent, and you’d be happy to see them all die? You make me sick.’

      ‘Fuck off,’ Shella muttered. ‘Sanctimonious hypocrite.’

      Karalyn narrowed her eyes. ‘At least I’m not an amoral mass-murderer.’

      Shella smirked. ‘That’s where you’re wrong. Do you remember when you came to see me a couple of years back? You brought Laodoc and Belinda, yeah? You spent the whole time trying to persuade me to go back with you to the imperial capital, so I could help Bridget in the war. Now look at you – hiding out here with me, when you could be doing so much more.’

      ‘That doesn’t make me a murderer.’

      ‘You’re joking, right?’ Shella said, an eyebrow raised. ‘How many have died because of your inaction? The war would probably be over if you’d given Belinda her powers back, and stuck by the Empress when things got tough. You are responsible for every extra death in this war. You. So don’t give me your self-righteous shit, okay?’

      Karalyn pushed back her chair and got to her feet. Her eyes welled, but she fought back the tears, keeping her expression calm. Without a word, she turned and walked out of the room, hearing Shella chuckle behind her as she closed the door. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she hurried along the corridors of the Great Keep. Jemma and Darine were watching the twins, and it would be at least an hour before Cael and Kyra would need fed. She climbed the stairs to the roof and emerged into the cold, clear night. The seven stars were shining down from the dark heavens, and the reflection glistened off the surface of the lake.

      Shella’s words rang through her mind. Had her refusal to kill, or to give Belinda vast killing powers, been responsible for more deaths, not fewer? She had heard about the slaughter in Stretton Sands; would Amatskouri be next if she remained inactive? Three hundred thousand Rakanese civilians lived there; if Agatha destroyed the imperial field army, then they would all be at risk.

      She took the Quadrant from inside her tunic.

      Command me.

      She gazed at the device in her hands, scared of what she could unleash if she gave in to her mother’s murderous demands. Better to go right to the top, she thought.

      The Empress’s bedroom in the Great Fortress. Go.

      The roof of the keep was replaced by a soft glow from a table lamp.

      ‘Well, well,’ said a voice.

      She turned, and saw the Empress sitting up in bed, a book resting on her lap.

      ‘Lennox speak to you, did he? Good lad. He reminds me a little bit of Kylon.’

      ‘Lennox?’ Karalyn said.

      ‘Aye,’ said Bridget. ‘I asked him to talk to you about coming here. I assumed…?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Then you’ll have to tell me what persuaded you to come, because I’m having trouble believing it.’

      ‘It was Shella,’ she said.

      ‘Shella persuaded you? She’s the last person I’d have thought would do that, seeing as how she won’t help me herself.’

      ‘She’s going to. She and my mother have lots of plans.’

      ‘Come over here, girl. Sit.’

      Karalyn glanced around the bedroom.

      ‘There’s no one else here,’ the Empress said. ‘It’s not a trick.’

      Karalyn walked over and sat on the edge of the large bed. The Empress placed her book onto the bedside table.

      ‘Tell me about these plans of your mother’s.’

      ‘She wants to assassinate the archmages.’

      Bridget smiled. ‘That would be… helpful.’

      ‘She’s already killed one, when we were in Domm.’

      ‘You were in Domm?’

      ‘And now we’re staying in Colsbury.’

      ‘Ahh. When you mentioned Shella, I admit that my mind turned to that location.’

      ‘It must remain a secret,’ Karalyn said. ‘If the archmages learn where we are, then they’ll attack in force. If they don’t know, then my mother and Shella can strike them first, one at a time.’

      ‘A sound plan, though does this mean that you won’t be staying?’

      She shook her head. ‘My mother and Shella need me to use the Quadrant, otherwise they’ll be going nowhere.’

      ‘Of course. You could have told me all this in a vision. Is there a reason you came in person?’

      ‘Two, actually. First, I’m sorry.’

      Bridget’s face soured, and she looked away.

      ‘If Asher hadn’t attacked us on the estate,’ Karalyn went on, ‘then I would have come back a long time ago. But I met someone, and got pregnant. For a while I believed I was going to settle in Domm; we’d found a beautiful little cottage, and…’ She started to cry. Bridget remained silent, but turned back to glance at her. She wiped her eyes. ‘But even in Domm, the archmages found us. They took Corthie, and would have killed me and my mother but for Lennox.’

      ‘And your mother killed one?’

      ‘Aye, Gorman was his name.’

      ‘Were there others?’

      ‘Racine. His sister.’

      ‘Ahh. She is now with Agatha, commanding the Rahain army that took Stretton Sands. And the second reason?’

      Karalyn steeled herself. ‘Is Belinda here? It’s time to restore her powers.’

      Rage flew across the Empress’s face, and Karalyn flinched. Bridget clenched her fists, and looked like she about to scream, but took a breath.

      Karalyn lowered her eyes. ‘Am I too late?’

      Bridget started to laugh. ‘Just a little.’ Her features hardened again. ‘She was in Stretton Sands with Thorn and your brother. She’s missing, just as they are.’

      ‘Shit.’

      ‘Understatement of the fucking year. Oh, Karalyn. I’ve no doubt that this visit took a lot of courage; it can’t be easy admitting you were wrong, and I’m glad you’re willing to help, but the lives that could have been saved if you’d not run off.’ She nodded, and her face relaxed. ‘What’s done is done. I forgive you, I want you to know that. I was too hard on you, and I pushed you away. Pyre knows how many mistakes I’ve made in this war, but your return gives me hope that all is not yet lost.’ She reached out and took hold of Karalyn’s hand. ‘Go back to your mother and tell her she has my full blessing; tell her to go ahead and do whatever it takes to win this war; and most importantly, tell her to kill every one of those bastards.’

      Karalyn nodded, despite a surge of nausea at the thought of what she would soon be doing. Her mother and Shella were cold-blooded killers who thought nothing of snuffing out the lives of others; was she ready to help them kill more?

      They embraced for a moment, then Karalyn stood. She reached for the Quadrant.

      ‘Farewell, Karalyn,’ the Empress said.

      Karalyn bowed. ‘Your Majesty.’

      Colsbury. Go.

      She appeared back in the Great Keep. She tucked the Quadrant into her tunic and took a flight of stairs up to Shella’s quarters. She reached the room where they had been drinking and opened the door.

      ‘You’re back, eh?’ said Shella, her eyes betraying how drunk she was. ‘Your mother says I might have been a bit harsh on you earlier, so…’

      ‘No,’ she said, sitting down at the table. She poured herself a whisky as Shella and her mother watched. ‘You were right,’ she said, ‘about some things; and so I’ve decided to help you.’

      ‘You mean,’ said her mother, ‘you’ll take us places to kill people?’

      Karalyn frowned. ‘Aye, as long as each one helps bring the war to an end. It disgusts me, to be honest, but if it saves lives in the long run, then maybe it’s better; maybe I can live with it.’

      ‘What changed your mind?’ said her mother. ‘It can’t just have been Shella’s words.’

      ‘I went to visit the Empress.’

      ‘What?’ said Shella.

      ‘She approves of your plan regarding the archmages. And she had a message.’

      ‘What was it?’ said Daphne.

      ‘Kill the bastards.’
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      Eastern Plateau – 14th Day, Second Third Autumn 526

      Thorn’s stomach ached from hunger. A few days previously, one of the three soldiers escorting them had managed to shoot down a large wild bird, and it had been enough to fill their bellies for a while. She glanced around at the endless rolling hills and grasslands of the Eastern Plateau. Food had been in short supply ever since Belinda had led them away from the coastal road that ran all the way from Stretton Sands to Amatskouri. If they were going to keep up the pretence that they had been killed in the battle, she had said, then they needed to stay away from the main routes.

      Water, too, was scarce, with no rivers or streams bisecting that region of the Plateau, and they had relied on rainwater and the dew that carpeted the grass every morning. Without tents or blankets, they had slept out in the open each night, shivering in the mist and cold drizzle that soaked them through. Keir had lent her his coat, and his arms kept her warmer and drier than she would have otherwise been, but she had come to dread the nights. Most of all, she hated the cold. Next to that was the fact that she had not been able to change her clothes since the escape, and her cavalry uniform was stained and filthy.

      Their horses had fared a little better, but they too were tiring; their diet of grass and wild berries insufficient for anything strenuous. For several hours each day, Thorn and her companions walked, each leading their exhausted mounts by the reins over the muddy tracks and meadows.

      ‘Does anyone know where we are?’ said Acorn as the party halted by a bog. There was an inch of water on the surface of the marshy fens, and their horses were drinking their fill.

      ‘Middle of fucking nowhere,’ muttered Keir.

      ‘I have a pretty good idea,’ said Belinda.

      ‘I don’t know how,’ said Thorn. ‘Every map I saw that included this area, had it just as a blank space on the paper. No towns, no rivers, nothing.’

      ‘We’re between the two main roads that lead from the south,’ said Belinda. ‘The one from Stretton Sands is on our left, and the one from Anamindhari’s on the right. They start to converge the closer we get to Amatskouri, so all we have to do is keep going north, and we’ll hit one of them eventually.’

      ‘Eventually?’ said Acorn. ‘You mean if we don’t die of starvation first?’

      ‘I know you’re hungry,’ Belinda said, ‘but you’re not starving. Not really; not yet.’

      ‘Once again,’ Keir said to her, ‘your words fill us all with hope.’

      Belinda nodded. ‘Good.’

      ‘He’s being sarcastic,’ said Acorn. ‘Do they not have sarcasm where you’re from?’

      The three soldiers accompanying them glanced away as Belinda’s eyes narrowed.

      ‘Arguing will get us nowhere,’ said Thorn. ‘We just need to keep going.’

      Acorn eyed the horses. ‘Maybe it’s time to… you know?’

      ‘Forget it,’ said Keir, his hand on his mount’s flank. ‘We’ll eat you before we eat Monty.’

      ‘If one of the beasts falls over dead,’ said Belinda, ‘then we’ll eat it, but not before. They’re too useful.’

      Keir glared at her. ‘You’re such a caring, compassionate person.’

      ‘Sarcasm again?’ she said.

      ‘You’re learning at least,’ he said.

      ‘Learning that you’re an idiot.’

      ‘Me?’ he said. ‘You’re the one that’s dragged us out into the wilderness, where there’s nothing to eat for a hundred miles in each direction. I’d say that if there’s one idiot out here with us, then it’s you. And no, that wasn’t sarcasm.’

      Belinda clenched her fists and strode up to Keir.

      He looked down at her. ‘What?’

      ‘I could kick your arse, you know that?’

      Keir snorted. ‘Try it.’

      ‘Stop,’ said Thorn, stepping forward.

      Belinda glanced at her. ‘We should have left him in Stretton Sands. After all, it’s the Holdfasts they want, not us.’

      Thorn smiled. ‘I’m not rising to the bait. You rescued the three of us, Belinda, but thousands must have died. Let’s not tarnish their memory by bickering.’

      Keir and Belinda stared at each other, then they both turned away.

      ‘A few more days without food,’ said Acorn, her voice low, ‘and your words might not be enough to calm tempers.’

      ‘I’ll kill one of the horses before it gets to that stage,’ Thorn whispered. ‘Quietly and without fuss.’

      ‘Presumably not Monty?’

      Thorn frowned. ‘We’ll save him until last.’

      Once the mounts had quenched their thirsts, the group got underway again. Belinda went out in front, leading her horse by the reins, while the others followed along the marshy track; keeping silent as they watched where they placed their feet. The going was slow, as Belinda negotiated their route; avoiding stretches where the ground was too soft and wet. A bitter wind was sweeping across the desolate hillsides, adding to their misery as they trudged along. The sun was lost behind thick blankets of cloud, and Thorn lost track of time as the miles slowly passed, her eyes streaming from the wind, and her teeth chattering.

      They left the valley floor when the way became too boggy, and Belinda led them up the more exposed flank of a grassy ridge, where the wind howled around them. Thorn’s body cried out in pain and discomfort, but she had no reserves to numb herself from it. Day by day, her strength was ebbing away, but there was nothing she could do but carry on.

      They reached the top of the ridge and Belinda stopped, staring down the opposite slope. Thorn caught her up, leading her mare up onto the rocky ledge at the summit. Her mouth opened at the sight. Below them, hundreds of animals were grazing on the valley bottom.

      ‘Gaien?’ said Keir when he led Monty up to where they were standing. ‘Where did they come from?’

      ‘Must be wild,’ said Belinda; ‘from the time before the old wars, when the Rahain ruled half of the Plateau.’

      ‘Feral gaien?’ said Acorn. ‘Can we eat them?’

      Belinda smiled. ‘Let’s find out.’

      They climbed down the long slope to the more sheltered valley, and halted again before they got too close to the herd.

      ‘I’ll do it,’ said Belinda, unfastening a crossbow from her mount’s saddle. ‘You wait here.’

      Thorn nodded and Belinda set off, her weapon slung over her shoulder.

      ‘My mouth’s already watering,’ said Acorn, watching her go.

      Thorn sat down on a dry boulder. Already her thoughts were dominated by the prospect of hot food. Under normal circumstances she would have never dreamed of eating one of the large lizards that the Rahain used as beasts of burden, but she found herself almost delirious with anticipation.

      ‘Can hedgewitches actually starve to death?’ said Keir.

      Acorn frowned at him. ‘Of course. You can’t heal yourself if you haven’t got any energy to do it.’

      ‘Generations ago,’ said Thorn, ‘back in the old civil war that ruined Sanang, starvation was one of the only ways to fight the soulwitches that ruled. Whole areas of the forest were destroyed; the farms and orchards; all the food supplies. Famine was a weapon. It weakened the soulwitches, and led to their overthrow, but it also left Sanang in chaos for a century, until the Matriarch started to sort things out.’

      ‘Was it worth it?’ said Keir. ‘I mean, you’re a soulwitch; shouldn’t you rule?’

      ‘If I had been born at any time during the anarchy,’ she said, ‘then I would have been lynched as soon as my powers became evident. To be honest, I don’t know what Sanang would make of me if I returned. Would they tolerate a soulwitch among them? Memories run deep.’

      ‘They were tyrants,’ said Acorn; ‘terrible, despotic, cruel. Or at least that’s what we were taught. Who knows the truth? When Keira swept through our lands, she took the men with her, and the women had been living secluded, as chattel; isolated from what was going on in the world. Knowledge of our history seems to stop at that point, and all we have to go on are the rumours. Every now and again, someone finds the remains of an old town, deep in the forest, so we know that we used to have a past; we just don’t understand anything about it.’

      A low cry echoed, and they turned to see Belinda wave at them, her crossbow held high.

      ‘Dinnertime,’ smiled Keir, as they started off along the valley floor towards her.

      She was standing next to a fallen beast. It was twice the length of a horse, and its head had been peppered with bolts. The rest of the herd had moved away, but were continuing to graze.

      ‘You did it,’ said Thorn as they approached. The horses refused to go too close to the dead gaien, so they tied their reins to the thick branches of a large thorn bush, and continued on foot.

      ‘What do we do now?’ said Thorn, glancing down at the scaled corpse.

      ‘Cut it up and cook it, I guess,’ said Acorn.

      ‘With what?’ said Keir. ‘There’s no wood around here.’

      ‘But you’re a fire mage.’

      ‘Yeah, but what am I supposed to burn? Wet grass?’

      ‘Can we eat it raw?’

      ‘Not a chance,’ said Belinda. ‘Laodoc taught me all about these tiny creatures called parasites that live inside beasts like this. That’s why we cook meat; to kill them.’

      ‘Shit,’ muttered Acorn.

      ‘Exactly,’ said Keir. ‘Wait… their shit; maybe it’ll burn.’

      ‘Guess it’s worth a try.’

      Thorn watched in silence as Keir and Acorn gathered some of the gaien droppings that littered the meadow; revulsion fighting her desperate hunger. They arranged the dung into a small heap, and ringed it with stones. Keir took a flint-set from Monty’s saddle and squatted next to the reeking pile, as Belinda carved off the flank of the beast with a sword; gore and blood splashing onto the grass. Thorn took a step back. Flies began to buzz around, circling the fallen creature. Belinda dragged the bloody section of gaien meat over to Keir as he sparked the flint.

      The others watched as Keir raised a hand. A spark flew up from the flint, and he guided it onto the heap of dung, where it fizzled out.

      ‘This might take a while,’ he said, shaking his head.

      They watched as Keir’s frustration grew. He tried again, and again; but each time the spark would die as soon as it touched the dung pile.

      ‘Fuck!’ he cried, as the spark went out again. He rose to his feet and kicked the crude fireplace, sending gaien dung flying. ‘This’ll never work. It’s a complete waste of time, and my powers are too low.’

      ‘At least we tried,’ said Thorn. She glanced at the three soldiers. ‘Maybe one or two of you could go and look for wood?’

      One of the soldiers nodded. ‘I’ll go.’

      ‘Two should go,’ said Belinda; ‘just in case.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ said another, and the two got to their feet.

      ‘Don’t be too long,’ said Belinda. ‘The light will be fading soon.’

      The soldiers saluted and walked off, climbing the hillside to their left.

      ‘What do the rest of us do?’ said Acorn as the backs of the soldiers disappeared over the crest of the slope.

      Belinda sat, the front of her uniform splattered with Gaien blood. ‘We wait.’
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        * * *

      

      Thorn, Keir, Acorn, Belinda and the other soldier sat apart from each other as the afternoon passed. Keir had wanted to sit close to Thorn, but he stank of gaien dung, and she preferred to shiver in the cold wind rather than smell the same. Hosts of flies had descended onto the huge corpse; at times covering every inch of seared flesh in a carpet of insect bodies.

      ‘What’s keeping them?’ said Acorn, her eyes on the darkening sky.

      ‘Probably the fact that there’s no wood around here,’ said Keir.

      ‘Excuse me, sir, ladies,’ said the other soldier.

      They turned to him.

      ‘Maybe,’ he said, ‘I should try some raw, to see if it’s alright to eat?’

      Keir frowned at him. ‘You would do that?’

      ‘I’m so hungry, sir.’

      ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea, trooper,’ said Belinda. ‘Out of the five of us here, you’re the worst person to try. Three of us have healing powers, and the other is half Kellach Brigdomin, whose constitution could probably handle a few parasites. You, on the other hand, you’re just a Holdings.’

      ‘But, ma’am,’ the soldier went on, a pleading look in his eyes, ‘doesn’t that mean I’m the best choice? If it’s alright for me, then you four should be fine.’

      ‘But that’s not fair,’ said Thorn. ‘If it turns out to be poisonous, none of us here have the strength left to heal you.’

      ‘I agree,’ said Acorn.

      ‘But…’ the soldier cried.

      ‘That’s enough, trooper,’ said Belinda. ‘You heard the soulwitch.’

      He glowered at them, his eyes alight with anger. Thorn looked away, her empty stomach howling its complaints. It started to rain, gently at first, then the drops became heavier, and within minutes the ground where they sat became wet and boggy.

      ‘We can’t stay here,’ Acorn shouted over the noise of the rain. ‘We need to find shelter.’

      ‘Did you see any places we could shelter?’ said Keir. ‘There’s nowhere; no trees, no caves; nothing.’

      ‘And what about the other two troopers?’ said Thorn. ‘If they come back here and we’re gone, what will they do?’

      ‘Look at the weather,’ said her sister, ‘and it’s getting dark; they’ll never find us anyway.’ She glanced at Keir. ‘Maybe you could do a quick sighting?’

      ‘Out of the question,’ said Belinda. ‘We know that the archmages can sense if powers are used. They might be close by; we can’t risk it.’

      ‘Just one, short burst,’ said Acorn, ‘that’s all I’m asking for.’

      ‘I know we’re wet and hungry,’ said Belinda, ‘but we’ve made it this far; we can’t ruin everything now.’

      Acorn clenched her fists. ‘Everything’s already gone to shit; and anyway, you’re not in charge.’

      They all glanced at Thorn.

      She frowned. ‘I’ve already said that…’ She paused. ‘Wait, where’s the other trooper?’

      Keir and the others turned. The soldier had been sitting next to them, but his space was empty. Thorn heard a noise coming from the gaien corpse. She walked down the slope, the rain lashing off her face and uniform, then halted. The trooper was on his knees by the carcass, both of his arms red up to the elbows. He was cutting off chunks of flesh with a knife, and forcing them into his mouth. The others stopped by Thorn, watching. The soldier put a hand to his stomach and retched, then took another bite, blood smearing his face.

      Without a word, Thorn turned away, and walked back up the hill, the rancid stench of the dead beast too much for her.

      An hour later, when the valley was in almost complete darkness, the rain stopped. Thorn sat huddled next to Keir; his arm over her shoulder and his coat over her head. Every inch of her ached and her cold, wet clothes made her skin crawl. She glanced at the dead gaien, and was tempted for a moment, but she suppressed her feelings; she would have to be dying before she would touch raw lizard flesh.

      The trooper was sitting alone, his uniform and face still spattered in blood. He was sweating, and had a hand placed on his stomach. Thorn wondered if she should go over to see how he was, but knew she couldn’t afford to use her powers on anyone other than herself, so remained where she was. He might die through the night, she realised, if Belinda’s warnings were accurate. Thorn would have to watch him. If there was a chance of extracting the last of his life force for her own needs, it would be stupid to forego it; if was going to die anyway it would better that his remaining energy not go to waste. Her thoughts turned to the horses. If the other two soldiers didn’t return, then they would have two spare mounts; three if the trooper next to them did succumb to poisoning. Would raw horse-flesh be any safer? Was it wrong of her to hope that the three soldiers would all come to bad ends? She wanted to survive; was she prepared to do what it took to ensure that?

      There was a rustle behind them.

      ‘Don’t move,’ growled a low voice.

      Thorn felt Keir tense beside her as her heart jumped. The words had been in Rahain, but they carried an accent she recognised. She saw motion in the corner of her eye; figures moving in the darkness to surround them; their crossbow barrels gleaming in the last of the light. They were wearing long cloaks with hoods, but from their height and bulk she could tell they were Kellach Brigdomin.

      ‘Who are you?’ said one of them.

      ‘They’re fucking imperials,’ said another; ‘look at their uniforms.’

      ‘Secure their horses.’

      Some of the hooded figures went over to the thorn bush where the horses were tied, while others glanced at the pile of dung and the slab of gaien flesh.

      ‘Amateurs,’ one of them muttered.

      ‘Look at that one,’ said another, his crossbow pointing at the last trooper. ‘Think he might have eaten some raw. Stupid arsehole.’ He loosed his bow, and a bolt shot through the air, striking the Holdings soldier in the throat. He toppled over with a gargle, clutching his neck before lying still on the wet grass.

      Acorn got to her feet. ‘You bastards!’ she cried.

      The hooded Kellach Brigdomin laughed. ‘He would never have lasted the night. Believe me, I’ve seen what the eating of raw gaien flesh does to folk; I was doing the lad a favour.’

      ‘And what do we have here?’ said another one of the Kellach, walking up to Acorn. ‘From a distance I thought we had three Holdings and a Kellach, but now, as I look around…’ He glanced at Thorn and Keir, frowning. ‘What the fuck? A dark-skinned Kellach and three pale-skinned Holdings? What in Pyre’s name is going on?’

      ‘Who are you?’ said Belinda.

      ‘They’re Army of Pyre,’ said Thorn.

      ‘That we are,’ said the one who seemed to be in charge. ‘Now answer our questions, or we’ll kill you all right here and leave your bodies for the flies.’

      ‘What do you want?’ said Keir.

      ‘Your weapons, for a start.’

      ‘No,’ said Belinda.

      ‘I don’t think you heard me, girl.’

      ‘Oh, I heard you,’ she said, getting to her feet.

      The Kellach shook his head. ‘There’s always one. Shoot her.’

      A crossbow thrummed and a bolt flew out. Belinda drew her sword and her arm flashed out, faster that Thorn could see; and the bolt was cut from the air, cleaved in two by her blade.

      ‘You’re going to have to do better than that, boys,’ she said.

      Another three bolts were loosed at her. She ducked, spun and rolled down the hill, and in a second, was gone.

      ‘Where’d she go?’ cried the Kellach leader. ‘Go on, get after her.’

      A couple of the Kellach raced down the slope in the direction of where Belinda had vanished into the darkness. The others closed round Thorn, Keir and Acorn, their weapons trained on them.

      ‘I’m going to assume none of you can do the same trick,’ said their leader, ‘otherwise you already would’ve. You’re coming with us. Get up, then drop your weapons.’

      Keir stood, his height matching those of the Kellach surrounding them. He unfastened the scabbard from his belt and threw it to the ground. Thorn slung the crossbow from over her shoulder, and placed it on the grass, then rose to her feet.

      ‘And you?’ said the leader to Acorn, who was already standing.

      ‘I’m not armed.’

      ‘Fine,’ he said. He glanced over his shoulder at where Belinda and his two soldiers had gone, a frown on his face. ‘That woman who ran away. Battle-vision?’

      ‘Do you live in this wilderness?’ said Thorn. ‘Did you escape from Stretton Sands when the marines re-took it?’

      ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Us and a few Sons of Sanang.’ His expression changed. ‘Wait a minute, is that what you are? Sanang?’

      ‘We’re Rakanese,’ said Thorn, smothering her fear. ‘Do you know where that is?’

      He stared at her, doubt spreading across his face.

      ‘Whoever the fuck you are,’ he said, pointing; ‘that way. Start walking.’
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        * * *

      

      The darkness grew complete as they walked; Thorn being saved from stumbling by Keir’s guiding hand. His eyesight at night was as good as any Kellach’s, and she envied his ability to see in even the darkest conditions. To Thorn it was like walking with her eyes closed. The cloud cover overhead offered no glimpse of the seven stars, and she felt a sense of utter disorientation. She heard the clump of the horses’ hoofs on the track behind her; each one being led by one of the hooded Kellach, and she felt pity for the beasts, despite only hours before having considered eating them.

      A low glow appeared on the horizon, and Thorn began to make out some of her surroundings. They were in a narrow valley, with steep hillsides flanking them, and the ground underfoot was soft enough for her boots to sink into the mud. She noticed many deep imprints, as if the track was regularly in use. As the light increased, she saw it was caused by a large fire out in the open, and in its reflected glow was a large cluster of tents. Figures were moving around the encampment, or sitting by the fire; and a hum of low conversations rose to Thorn’s ears.

      At the edge of the camp was a deep ditch, which stretched off in both directions. The group came to a halt.

      ‘Bring the horses forward,’ said the leader. ‘Keep the prisoners here for the moment.’

      A few of the hooded Kellach led the horses past where Thorn, Keir and Acorn were being guarded. They crossed the ditch by a raised path and entered the camp. The people inside fell silent as they caught sight of the leader approaching them.

      ‘We’re back,’ he yelled, ‘and look what we’ve brought! Seven Holdings nags we found, enough to make us forget the taste of lizard for a few days.’

      The people round the fire let out a great cheer and, though Thorn couldn’t see any faces, she was sure she heard Sanang voices among them.

      Next to her, Acorn let out a muffled cry, her hand to her mouth. Thorn turned, and saw what had become of the two soldiers that had went off to look for wood. Both men had been impaled on large upright stakes; their arms and legs bound behind them, and their bodies slashed and cut. The stakes had been forced upwards through their torsos, the bloody, sharp ends emerging through their necks.

      ‘And that’s not all we’ve brought,’ the leader cried as the figures round the fire quietened. He turned his head. ‘Bring them here.’

      A crossbow was pushed into Thorn’s back and she stumbled forwards, her hand slipping from Keir’s. They were shoved onto the raised path and crossed the ditch, where the leader stood aside so that the others in the camp could see.

      ‘We also found these three imperials,’ the leader said, as the camp fell into silence, every eye upon them.

      Thorn was pushed into the light of the fire, Acorn by her side, with Keir behind her. In front of them were at least two dozen warriors, half Kellach Brigdomin, half Sanang; sitting in ragged armour, their weapons littering the ground next to them. Every one of them stared at Thorn and Acorn, their mouths open and their eyes wide.

      ‘Aye,’ said the Kellach leader. ‘I brought you women.’

      Another cheer rose up, louder than the last one; and more guttural. Several round the fire got to their feet.

      ‘Settle down,’ said the leader. ‘Each man here will get their share.’

      ‘They’re Sanang,’ cried one of the Sons; ‘by rights they should be ours first.’

      ‘We’ll draw lots,’ said the leader, ‘it’s the only fair way; the only way this can happen without us killing each other over who gets to go first.’

      Keir pushed his way in front of Thorn and Acorn. He raised his hand, and a column of flame rose up from the campfire. The warriors drew back in alarm.

      ‘I’m a Mage of Pyre,’ Keir said, ‘and I’ll burn each of you to ashes before…’

      One of the guards drew a mace from his cloak and swung it down.

      ‘Keir!’ cried Thorn.

      He turned, but the mace caught the side of his head, sending a plume of blood showering over the churned-up grass. Keir staggered, then collapsed to the earth, his eyes closed. The Kellach leader frowned and gazed down at the body.

      ‘Fucksake,’ he said, ‘you nearly took the bastard’s head off. I had plans for that one.’

      Thorn fell to her knees by Keir, tears streaming from her eyes. She clasped his hand, and felt that he yet lived, but his life force was fading. She gave him all that she could, feeling her own powers ebb, but he continued to lie motionless, blood soaking through his hair.

      ‘On your feet, girl,’ said the leader. ‘You’ve got a long night ahead of you.’

      Gloved hands pulled at her shoulders and dragged her upright. She and Acorn was shoved through the camp, between the leering eyes of the warriors. One of them was passing round a bag, out of which each warrior was drawing a token.

      ‘This way,’ said the leader, opening the flaps of a large tent.

      Thorn and Acorn were pushed through, and the flap was closed. The sisters edged back from the entrance, clinging onto each other.

      ‘This can’t be happening,’ whispered Acorn, her body shaking. ‘Keir?’

      ‘He’s still alive,’ Thorn said.

      ‘But that wound; he can’t have long.’

      A roar of cheering voices sounded from outside.

      ‘Why are they doing this?’ Acorn said, as they retreated to the back of the tent.

      Thorn glanced around in the dim light for anything she could use as a weapon, but there was nothing but animal hides and stained blankets. The tent flap opened and two men entered; one Kellach, the other Sanang. Before the flap closed again, Thorn caught a glimpse of the queue that had formed outside.

      The two men grinned at each other, then advanced.

      ‘Have you no shame?’ said Thorn. ‘Are you nothing but beasts?’

      The Kellach man stared at her. ‘Take your armour off.’

      Thorn felt for her powers, but they were exhausted. She unbuckled the straps at her shoulder, and the leather cuirass fell to the ground.

      ‘Now the rest of your clothes,’ the Kellach man went on.

      ‘We’ve no time for this shit,’ the Sanang man muttered. ‘The boss said we had five minutes, and I ain’t wasting a fucking second of it.’

      He strode forwards and punched Thorn in the face. She crumpled to the ground by his feet, pain searing through her head. She felt hands grab her legs, and she stretched out her fingers to the only person within reach.

      ‘Sorry, sister,’ she whispered, and placed a hand on Acorn’s ankle. She drew the life force from her and, in an instant, felt the agony ease. Acorn cried out and fell to the ground, where she lay still.

      ‘What the fuck happened?’ yelled the Kellach to the Sanang. ‘You stupid bastard; are you trying to kill them?’

      ‘I didn’t even touch that one,’ the Sanang man shouted, his eyes wide at the sight of Acorn.

      Thorn sprang up. With her right hand she grasped the Kellach’s man’s leg, and drained him; his body convulsing and juddering. As raw power surged into her, she lifted her left hand and sent death into the Sanang man.

      ‘Soulwitch…’ he gasped as he fell to his knees, then toppled headfirst onto the ground.

      Thorn released her grip on the Kellach, and his withered corpse also fell. She rolled onto her knees and crawled to Acorn. She placed a hand on her forehead, feeling her powers sing with the abundance of energy she had ripped from the Kellach man. She sent some into her sister, spreading it through her body, and restarting her heart.

      Acorn spluttered and coughed, her eyes blinking open.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Thorn said.

      Her sister sat up and stared at the two bodies on the floor of the tent, lying sprawled among the blankets.

      ‘You took my life to take theirs?’

      Thorn nodded, her sense tingling with power.

      ‘Then you have nothing to apologise for.’

      They stood.

      ‘I drained the Kellach before I killed him,’ Thorn said, her eyes cold. ‘When we get outside, make for Keir. I’ll deal with the rest.’

      Acorn stared at her sister for a moment then nodded. Thorn strode to the tent entrance and threw back the flap. Over twenty warriors were lined up in a row, in pairs. They turned, expecting to see their comrades emerge.

      Thorn strode out, and their expressions changed. She lifted her hand and sent a blast of power through the bodies of the warriors. She could have killed them all in a second, but something held her back, and instead she poured in enough only to ensure a long death of excruciating agony. The warriors fell screaming to the muddy grass, blood seeping from their eyes and mouths. As they lay shuddering in their death throes, she felt a crossbow bolt strike her on the right side. She spun to the sodden earth, but her powers numbed the pain. She raised her hand again, and swept it over the entire camp, felling every warrior in sight.

      She pulled the bolt from her side and the wound healed. The Kellach leader of the warriors emerged from another tent, a mace in his hands. He paused as his eyes took in the carnage, then he noticed Thorn get to her feet. She glanced at him.

      ‘What are you?’ he said.

      She sent out a stream of power into him, forcing him to drop the mace and fall to his knees. As he stared at her, frozen, she touched his cheek.

      ‘I am the bringer of death.’

      She wrenched his life force from him, and his body fell, withered and dry. She turned. Most of the warriors she had first struck were still alive, howling and screaming as they writhed on the grass. She raised her hand, and they quietened.

      ‘Over here!’ cried her sister’s voice.

      Thorn walked to the edge of the camp, stepping over the prostrate bodies of the dead warriors. Acorn was crouching by Keir.

      ‘I’ve stabilised him,’ she said, ‘but he’s slipping away. I don’t have enough strength.’

      ‘I do,’ said Thorn. She knelt by Keir and took his limp hand. Into it she surged her powers, repairing his fractured skull, and mending the injury to his brain.

      He opened his eyes. His gaze went to Thorn, and his eyes pierced her.

      ‘Are you alright?’ he whispered, his voice hoarse.

      ‘Yes, stormwitch.’

      ‘Here,’ said Acorn. ‘Water. You lost a lot of blood.’

      Keir nodded, and took the offered canteen, lifting his head to drink. Thorn helped him struggle into a sitting position and he put his arms round her shoulders; holding her tight. She felt a sudden release of tension, and cried, her tears mingling with the blood matting his hair.

      ‘Thorn! Thorn!’ came a shout from the darkness.

      She turned. A figure was running along the track into the light. Belinda. She charged into the camp, her sword brandished, then almost stumbled when she saw the corpses littering the ground. She ran over to Thorn, and sank to her knees, panting.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I came too late to do any good.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Acorn, glancing towards her sister. ‘The soulwitch got them all.’
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      Plateau City, Imperial Plateau – 24th Day, Second Third Autumn 526

      The Rakanese instructor glanced over the classroom. ‘And yeah, you will be tested on this.’

      The recruits groaned. Lennox stared at his notes, his head buzzing with the seasonal wind speeds and current directions that they had been taught that morning. Carrie yawned from the seat next to him, as the instructor strode from the room, an assistant carrying rolled up charts and maps behind him.

      Lennox stretched his arms, feeling the dull ache from the previous day’s training. His boat-squad had failed, again, to complete the exercise within the allotted time. Lennox wasn’t too worried; most squads took several attempts to finish the course, which consisted of rowing five miles out from the harbour, then swimming back to shore. Following that was a run of eight miles to the marine camp outside the city walls, where they had to complete a series of tasks as a team, such as building a bridge, or assembling a field catapult. If any of the boat-squad failed, they all failed, and Lennox had been assigned three young recruits, whose sole military experience consisted of clerical work. Technically they met the entry requirements, each having served in uniform, but Lennox knew the rules were being bent, so great were the needs of the empire.

      He and Carrie had been picked out at the start, their fighting and sailing skills noticed, and Lennox’s  leadership abilities had been recognised. Either that, or the Empress had put in a word. Regardless, he was a squad leader again, and had selected Carrie as his junior. The senior officers knew that they had been in the Army of Pyre, but this had been kept from the enlisted men and women. Instead, a story had been concocted for them that involved their fictitious membership of an elite imperial unit. The other recruits seemed to accept this without question; and the gulf between their expertise and that of the fresh trainees only reinforced the lie.

      ‘What’s next?’ said Carrie.

      Lennox glanced at his timetable. ‘Ethics.’

      Carrie shook her head. ‘This is just a waste of time.’

      ‘Would you rather be doing the test again today?’

      ‘Well, no. I’m still knackered from yesterday, but there has to be something else to do other than this classroom bullshit. I mean,’ she said, lowering her voice, ‘we didn’t need any of this crap when we were being trained.’

      He shrugged. ‘Maybe we would have benefitted from some training on ethics.’

      ‘But nothing we learn in here will matter when we’re out there; nothing beats real experience.’

      ‘I get your point,’ he said, ‘but I’m quite interested in hearing what they have to say.’

      ‘You know what they’ll say,’ she said; ‘we don’t need some fucking instructor to tell us. Don’t kill civilians or unarmed prisoners; don’t loot, pillage or rob; and don’t burn down villages.’

      ‘Interesting,’ said a voice, ‘but wrong.’

      Lennox turned and saw a Holdings woman in uniform standing in front of the class.

      ‘Completely wrong, in fact,’ she went on. She glanced up at a large wall map of the central Plateau. ‘At this moment, four hundred thousand Rahain are marching towards this city. The bulk are on the eastern flank, following the road north from Stretton Sands. In ten days or so, they will reach the imperial field army, the only force separating the enemy from Amatskouri. So far, Cadet Carrie, the Rahain have breached every rule you just laid out for us; they have slaughtered civilians and unarmed soldiers, and destroyed the farms, villages and towns they have taken. The normal, civilised rules of warfare, if such a thing exists, no longer apply. It is true that you are unlikely to encounter villages of Rahain settlers, for there are none in the Plateau, but to my mind the army of Rahain is barely distinguishable from civilians. They have been wrenched from their homes and forced to march into war; many have no uniforms or boots, or even weapons. They look like peasants, because they are. Do they want to be here? Probably not. Am I telling you to kill them all?’ She paused, glancing round the classroom. ‘Yes, I am.’

      She turned and gazed out of the window at the grey clouds in the sky, while the recruits fidgeted, and glanced at each other.

      ‘Some of you may harbour illusions about the nature of the regime that governs Rahain,’ she went on. ‘If so, let me enlighten you. Under their rule, everything is controlled. What you wear, your job, where you are allowed to go, what religion you must follow. Dissenters are burned at the stake. Tens of thousands of Kellach Brigdomin are held hostage, caged within a narrow valley deep within Rahain, where each year their children are snatched from them, and made to join the Army of Pyre.’

      She glanced back at them. ‘Right now, those of you who have been conscripted might be imagining that their situation isn’t all that different to that of a Rahain conscript. This is one of the contradictions of a war in which the loser will be extinguished. It’s a sad truth that, to defeat an enemy that breaks all the rules, we have to break some ourselves. If we win, then life will return to the way it was, and our families and homes will be safe. If not, then we lose everything.

      ‘Twenty years ago,’ she went on, ‘an alliance of Holdings, Sanang and Kellach Brigdomin invaded Rahain. We made mistakes; some of them terrible, and now those mistakes have caught up with us. The man the old Emperor sent to govern Rahain became the empire’s greatest enemy, and although he is now dead, his legacy lives on through the archmages who are the true power in the republic. You’ve all heard stories about these mages: Agatha, and Witten, and now Racine; how they single-handedly slaughtered the defenders of Stretton Sands; and how their so-called soldiers almost emptied the town of its last inhabitants. We know how ruthless they are, and to beat them we must be just as ruthless; just as single-minded.

      ‘So,’ she said, as an assistant passed out sheets of paper to the recruits, ‘when you return to combat, you must put away any queasiness or doubts. As imperial marines, you are the best warriors the empire has to offer, and will be expected to act as such. For the remainder of the hour, I want you all to write a letter to the dead. In this war you have all lost someone you knew, or cared about; a comrade, or a friend from school; a relative, or even a lover. Address your letter to them. Tell them what you intend to do to; not to avenge them, for vengeance is a coarse and blunt weapon, unworthy of your thoughts. Instead, tell them what you are prepared to do to help end this war, so that their sacrifice was not in vain.’

      She glanced over the class. ‘You may begin.’

      Lennox caught Carrie’s eye, then he picked up the pencil and began to write.
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        * * *

      

      ‘That was heavy as fuck,’ Carrie said as they walked the streets of the Old Town, their marine uniforms ensuring that civilians moved aside to let them pass. ‘She was basically telling us to slaughter everyone in our way.’

      ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Who did you write your letter to?’

      ‘Loryn. You?’

      ‘Libby.’

      ‘Did you believe her when she said all of the letters were going to be burned?’

      Lennox shook his head. ‘I think she’s reading them right now.’

      ‘Then it was all a trick? Nosy bastards; I wrote some things in there that were personal.’

      ‘I don’t think they’ll care about that. They’ll be trying to get rid of the soft-hearted, or those who enjoy killing a bit too much.’

      ‘It was still sly of them,’ she said. They turned a corner and took a road that led to the city harbour. ‘Listen, I was thinking of going out with Brogan from B Squad tonight. He asked me a couple of days ago, but I’ve been keeping him waiting.’

      Lennox nodded, but said nothing.

      ‘Well?’ she said.

      ‘Well, what?’

      ‘Is it alright? I mean, do you mind if I say yes?’

      ‘Of course not,’ he said, ‘but if he hurts you, I’ll punch his teeth in.’

      Carrie frowned.

      ‘Does he know you were Army of Pyre?’ he said.

      ‘No, and don’t fret. I’ll keep it that way. If it goes well, it’ll be the first time I’ve been with anyone since Logie.’

      He glanced at her. ‘I hope Brogan’s nothing like him.’

      ‘Nah. He reads books, for a start.’

      ‘Carrie,’ he said,’ there’s something I’ve never told anyone, about Logie.’

      ‘What, that you killed him?’

      He stopped in the street. ‘What? How did you know that? Did Karalyn read it out of my head and tell you?’

      She smiled. ‘We all guessed at the time, Lennox. We didn’t know about your mage powers back then, but the squad knew you’d killed Logie. We were all quite proud of you, except for my stupid brother, of course.’

      ‘Even Leisha?’

      ‘No. When she re-joined the squad, we didn’t say a word of it to her; not after she’d just had Logie’s bairns. Kallek had already left by then, and the rest of us were happy to keep quiet.’

      He started walking again. ‘I murdered my squad leader; broke the most basic rule of the army.’

      ‘Aye? Well, he deserved it. He was an animal, not fit to wear the uniform of the Army of Pyre.’

      He shook his head. ‘I think you have it the wrong way round. After everything we’ve seen, it seems that Logie was perfect for the Army of Pyre. We were the ones who didn’t fit in. Did you ever hear of any other squad who refused to kill civilians?’

      Carrie narrowed her eyes as they walked. They passed a bustling street market and went through one of the high archways that led onto the harbour quayside. Ahead of them lay the city’s port, with long piers and wharves crowding the riverside. Most of the merchant ships were tied up due to the worsening weather out on the Inner Sea, though some were readying themselves for one last trip round the coast to Westport before the winter storms began. Lennox and Carrie turned left, and walked towards the naval harbour that lay further up the river. They were waved through the security gates and entered the military area, where marines, sailors and workers were hastening at their tasks. Many of the workers were Rakanese, employed to build and maintain the vessels of the imperial navy. Lennox’s boat had its own dedicated team, responsible for ensuring that it was ready to leave at a moment’s notice if required.

      They walked up a long jetty, alongside which a dozen marine boats were berthed. When he had first seen their design, Lennox had barely believed his eyes; they were virtual copies of the cutter he had sailed in under Sable. He had kept his mouth shut at the time, but he was curious for an explanation.

      They reached the boat of K Squad, which had been assigned to Lennox.

      ‘Afternoon, boat-leader,’ said one of the Rakanese workers.

      ‘Afternoon, Dodi,’ he said.

      ‘Come and see what I’ve made for you,’ the Rakanese man said. He walked over to a large pile of crates and workbenches set back along the side of the jetty, and pulled a long, narrow wooden panel from a drawer of a table. He turned it to face Lennox and Carrie.

      ‘The Seablade,’ he said, pointing at the painted panel, its lettering in black on a white background. ‘You like it?’

      ‘Aye,’ said Lennox.

      ‘I’m going to fix it to the cutter later this afternoon,’ Dodi said, ‘so it’ll be ready for tomorrow’s exercises.’

      ‘I like it,’ said Carrie. ‘Good job.’

      ‘Thanks, ma’am,’ he grinned, ‘but credit where it’s due; it was your idea. I’ve been keeping it quiet from the other boat-squads; they’ll all just have boring letters painted on their cutters tomorrow, but who wants to be plain old ‘K’ boat, when you can be the Seablade, eh?’

      ‘Can I ask you something?’ said Lennox, as Dodi slid the painted panel back into the drawer.

      ‘Course, boss.’

      ‘I was wondering,’ he said, ‘about the design of the cutters…’

      ‘You mean you’ve spotted it too?’ said Dodi.

      Lennox hesitated.

      ‘The empire’s one step behind, as always,’ Dodi went on, shaking his head; ‘not that there’s anything wrong with the cutters; they’re fine vessels – fast, manoeuvrable, sleek through the water; easy to disembark from in a fight.’

      ‘But?’

      Dodi sighed. ‘One step behind, as I said. The empire copied the cutters from the Rahain, well, from the Army of Pyre, to be exact. They saw what happened in Rainsby that time when the bastards of Pyre massacred the civilians in the harbour, and burnt every boat. So what does the empire do? They commission dozens of similar boats, so they can catch up.’ Dodi shook his head. ‘At the same time, the Rahain were busy building a whole new type of warship; the destroyer. The cutters were obsolete the moment they were finished. Did you know that a destroyer can sail in winter? It’s designed to withstand the worst storms the Inner Sea can throw at it, and any one of its many catapults could take out a cutter in a single strike.’

      ‘Have you ever seen one of these ships?’ said Carrie.

      ‘No, ma’am,’ he said, ‘but I’ve seen the plans and sketches of people who have. My advice? If you encounter one at sea, get out of its path, as fast as you can.’

      ‘They must have some weakness,’ said Lennox.

      Dodi shrugged. ‘Less manoeuvrable? But that’ll only help you get away from them, not sink ‘em. Did you know that none of the imperial fleet in Stretton Sands even attempted to put up a fight against them? A quarter of the fucking navy surrendered without a struggle, if you’ll pardon my language. I don’t blame them though; the destroyers would have sent them to the bottom of the sea in minutes.’

      Lennox crouched down on the jetty, his eyes roving over the cutters below him.

      ‘How many do they have?’ said Carrie.

      ‘Not sure, ma’am,’ said Dodi. ‘I think ten were involved in the blockade of Stretton Sands, but that can’t be the full complement, surely. Maybe double that?’

      ‘Shit.’

      ‘The good news,’ he said, ‘is that I’ve watched you two sail. You know what you’re doing, which is more than I could say about most of the new marine boat-crews. Some of those who’ve been getting trained for a few thirds are alright, but the rest? Garrison troopers, clerks, infantry? They may all be veterans of some shape or another, but precious few knew the first thing about boats before they joined the marines; and with the bastard Rahain getting closer every day, there’s just not enough time to get them all ready.’

      ‘We should be spending more time at sea,’ said Carrie, ‘and less in the classroom.’

      ‘They need both,’ said Lennox from where he was crouching. ‘More of both.’

      ‘You’re not wrong, sir,’ Dodi said. ‘Another three or four thirds might do it.’

      Lennox gazed down at his boat, the new Seablade. Though it had been Carrie’s idea to give the cutter the name, he had been pleased with her choice. He had loved every minute of testing the vessel in Holder’s Bay, and hadn’t realised how much he had missed being out on the water. Everything had come back to him as if he had never been away, and he was proud of the way his new squad had learned from his and Carrie’s experience. At times, it had almost been enough to blot out his yearning desire to return to Karalyn and the twins. He felt incomplete without them, and longed to take Cael and Kyra in his arms; and their mother. He pictured Karalyn in his mind’s eye; how beautiful she was. He loved her, and missed her with a burning, aching passion.

      ‘He’s daydreaming again,’ he heard Carrie say. ‘Hey, boss!’

      ‘Aye?’

      ‘Come on. We’re due back at the barracks.’
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        * * *

      

      The marines were billeted in a walled-off compound on the riverbank directly opposite the imperial harbour and dockyards. Two thousand new recruits shared rooms in a dense complex of stone barracks a five minute walk from the bridge that led to the imperial fleet. Roughly a quarter of the recruits had been assigned a cutter; those deemed the best sailors, with twelve to each of the three dozen boats. The compound was isolated from the other military bases and installations within the city, and was surrounded on three sides by the narrow streets and bustling squares of the Rakanese quarter. The smells and sights of the district had all been new to Lennox and Carrie, whose previously held notions of the Rakanese had been overturned by actual contact.

      As they entered the floor where their boat-squad had their rooms, they noticed a group of veteran marines waiting, among them the instructor who had given the lecture on ethics.

      ‘Boat-leader Lennox,’ she said, nodding as he approached.

      ‘Ma’am,’ he said. ‘Can I help you?’

      ‘You can. We need a little word. Come this way.’

      ‘Just me?’

      ‘Just you.’

      He glanced at Carrie, then followed the marines back down the hallway. They stopped at the door of an office, and the instructor gestured for Lennox to go in.

      ‘Take a seat,’ the Holdings woman said, closing the door behind her; leaving the marines outside in the corridor.

      ‘May I stand?’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I have the feeling you’re about to give me some bad news.’

      The instructor said nothing as she poured herself a cup of tea from a pot on a table. She added milk and sugar, then stirred it for a moment as Lennox watched.

      ‘Do you smoke?’ she said, taking a small silver case from a pocket.

      ‘No.’

      She lit a cigarette and sat by the window. ‘Did you enjoy the class today?’

      ‘It wasn’t what I expected.’

      ‘Similar to what you were taught in the Army of Pyre?’

      ‘I thought only the senior officers in the marine division knew about that, ma’am.’

      ‘I was also informed,’ she said. ‘My job is to evaluate the mental suitability of the recruits, in order to weed out those who may, for one reason or another, be the wrong fit for the marines.’

      ‘Is that what you’re about to tell me? That I don’t belong in the marines because I used to be in the Army of Pyre?’

      She frowned at him. ‘Do you see Cadet Carrie in here also? If that were an issue, then we wouldn’t have allowed you to enter the recruitment process in the first place, even if you did have a nice letter from the former First Holder.’ She smiled again. ‘I’m going to let you in on a little secret. The rest of the recruits will be finding out in an hour or so, but I feel this interview might benefit from you knowing the truth in advance.’

      ‘The truth, ma’am?’

      ‘Yes. At dawn the day after tomorrow, the cutter crews will be departing the imperial capital to begin active duty.’

      ‘Already?’ he said. ‘I’m sorry, ma’am, but I don’t think the crews are experienced enough, yet. They need more training.’

      ‘I agree. Do you think we should ask the archmages if they would kindly slow down their invasion, so that we can squeeze in a few more thirds’ training, hmm?’

      He lowered his eyes.

      ‘I didn’t think so,’ she went on. ‘Archmage Witten is days away from Westport, boat-leader. You and the others are needed, regardless of whether you think you are ready or not.’

      ‘We’ll do our duty, ma’am.’

      ‘Good. Now,’ she said, puffing on her cigarette, ‘I’ve been doing a little research. When the marines overran Stretton Sands last year, they came into possession of the records belonging to the Army of Pyre. Conscientious as ever, they had them shipped back here to the capital. That was before their loyalty was compromised by Soulwitch Thorn.’ She studied him as he tried to remain calm. ‘It would have been negligent of me, don’t you think, if I hadn’t perused those records when I heard that two former members of the Army of Pyre had enlisted. You and Cadet Carrie go way back, don’t you?’

      Lennox said nothing, a knot of sickness forming in his stomach.

      ‘You may want that seat now?’ she said.

      He sat down on a chair opposite her, his mouth dry.

      ‘Is there any point in me spelling it out?’ she said. ‘I know who you are. Your name was listed as part of a special unit, under the command of one Sable Blackhold.’ Her smile disappeared. ‘I know what you did in Rainsby, Mage of Pyre.’

      ‘What?’ he said, his voice feeling disconnected from his thoughts. The colour drained from his features, and his eyes began to well.

      ‘I’m going to assume the Empress wasn’t aware of this,’ she said, ‘though I find it hard to believe that it could have slipped the notice of the First Holder, not with the vision powers at her disposal. Strange, but I guess she must have had her reasons.’ She leaned in closer to him. ‘As of this moment, with the exception of Cadet Carrie, the only ones who know of your connection to the massacre in Rainsby are sitting in this room. The purpose of this interview is for me to determine if that remains the case.’

      ‘What… would happen if..?’

      ‘If I were to inform the senior marine command?’ she said.

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘A noose, that’s what.’

      ‘But, I’ve changed... I deserted from the Army of Pyre because of what happened in Rainsby; I never wanted them to make me do anything like that again, I…’

      She looked sceptical. ‘They made you do it? What, Sable had a blade to your throat at the time? She forced you to burn fleeing children; to slaughter civilians; to destroy a hospital packed full of the injured? Come now, Lennox; you’ll have to do better than that.’

      A tear rolled down his cheek as he tried to compose himself. ‘I don’t know why I did it. I was angry; the woman I loved had just been killed; her body was lying on the deck of the cutter by my feet, and a… rage took hold of me; like nothing I’ve felt before or since.’ He sobbed, cursing himself for exposing his weaknesses before the instructor. ‘Sable told me to kill them all, so I did.’

      ‘And how does that make you feel?’

      He stared at her for a moment. ‘Like a monster. I deserve the noose, I know it. I ran away, all the way to Kellach Brigdomin, where I tried to hide; but it didn’t work out, and here I am again. Do as you see fit; I am in your hands. I’ll not try to run away again.’

      ‘If you believe you deserve to die for what you’ve done, why haven’t you ended your life?’

      ‘I might have, if it hadn’t been for Carrie. She looked after me, and then saved my life when Sable tried to kill me.’

      ‘And why did Miss Blackhold do that?’

      ‘Because I refused to destroy the imperial fleet when it sailed into Stretton Sands. I was standing on the quayside when they entered the harbour. Sable ordered me to do it, but I said no.’

      She frowned at him. ‘I’m not a vision mage, but I can usually tell a lie. You’re giving me some of the truth, but not all.’

      ‘It was complicated. We still had the abducted hedgewitches in our custody, and Sable had to decide between fighting the marines or fleeing with the Sanang women. She wanted me to go with her, and drew her sword when I refused.’

      ‘You know, Lennox, that it’s a crime to keep your mage identity hidden upon enlistment?’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘The recruiters must have asked you.’

      ‘They did.’

      ‘And you denied it?’

      ‘Aye. I figured that if I admitted it, then they might tie me to Rainsby.’

      ‘So, am I to believe that you would have gone back into combat, and not utilised such an advantage?’

      ‘I had a plan, ma’am. I was going to tell the rest of my crew about my powers once we were at sea, and deal with the consequences later.’

      ‘Then you are prepared to use your fire powers in the service of the empire?’

      ‘Aye, if you give me the chance.’

      ‘And you want that chance, do you?’

      He nodded. ‘I have no desire to kill, but I want this war to end so that I can return to the woman I love, and see my children again.’

      ‘So that’s your motivation, eh?’ She stubbed out her cigarette and immediately lit another. ‘I have a decision to make, I see. Turn you in, and possibly throw away a tremendous military asset, or disobey my own orders and clear you for duty. I also have the Empress to think about. I’m aware that her Majesty recommended you for officer duties, and she would no doubt be rather embarrassed to discover that she’d done so for a wanted war criminal. Tell me, why would Holder Fast put you forward? As I said before, she must be aware of your past.’

      ‘She is,’ he said. ‘Those children I mentioned; they’re her grandchildren; and the woman I love is her daughter.’

      ‘Ahh.’ The instructor sat back in her chair, her gaze drifting towards the window, where the bustling streets of the Rakanese quarter were visible.

      Lennox felt oddly calm, as if her knowledge of the truth had lifted a burden from his shoulders. He wondered what would happen if she reported him to her superior officers. Would they execute him, despite his letter from Daphne? She had taken a great risk in writing it, he realised. And what would Karalyn do if the empire hanged him? Or, more likely, what would she refuse to do? Would she help an Empress who had condemned the father of her children to swing from a scaffold?

      ‘This is too big a decision for me to take on my own,’ she said after a while. ‘I shall have to bow to those in higher authority.’

      His heart sank, but he nodded.

      She frowned. ‘Not, however, the marine command. The authority I shall defer to will be that of Daphne Holdfast. If she trusts you, then so will I.’

      ‘Then you’ll clear me for duty?’ he said, his eyes wide.

      ‘I intend to inform my superior officers that you lied in your enlistment interview; that you covered up the fact that you’re a fire mage. I shall tell them that it was because you were concerned that someone might mistake you for the notorious mage who carried out the massacre in Rainsby, and that you are sorry, and have at last realised your error. I shall also inform them that I checked the records of the Army of Pyre, and found that you were not, in fact, the mage responsible for the carnage that day.’

      ‘You would lie for me? And what if they ask to see the records, ma’am?’

      A hint of a smile touched her lips. ‘Do you mean this evidence here?’ she said, withdrawing a few folded sheets of paper from her tunic. She lifted her cigarette, and placed the glowing end against the edge of the documents. Smoke rose as the paper caught fire. She twisted the burning sheets, ensuring the flames consumed them all, before dropping the bundle into a litter bin by her feet. Lennox watched as the papers burned.

      ‘You’ll be court-martialled upon your return from active duty,’ she said. ‘Lying to the recruiting officers is not something we can ignore. However, the outcome of that trial will depend on your conduct; acquit yourself well, and I can hardly imagine you’ll get more than a rap on the knuckles.’

      ‘Thank you, ma’am,’ Lennox said, swallowing. ‘This means more to me than I can say.’

      ‘Do you recall what I said in the classroom today; about this being a war to the death? About how each of us must do what it takes to ensure victory? Today that applies to me as much as it does to you. I’m giving you another chance, boat-leader. Don’t squander it.’

      Lennox smiled. ‘I won’t, ma’am.’
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      Eastern Desert, Republic of the Holdings – 26th Day, Second Third Autumn 526

      Ravi’s hand hovered over the wooden gaming piece on the board, frustration and a sense of injustice starting to build in him.

      ‘Get a move on,’ muttered Kelsey.

      ‘But I’m screwed whatever I do,’ he yelled. ‘You tricked me.’

      Kelsey smirked. ‘And here I thought the object of the game was to defeat your opponent. Should I let the big baby win next time?’

      ‘The Holdfasts are bloody cheats. Is that how your family became so powerful?’

      ‘What are you talking about? I’m playing by the rules.’

      ‘Yeah, the Holdings rules. They’re different from the ones we use in Amatskouri.’

      ‘Aye, but you agreed before we started; you can’t change your mind now.’

      Ravi leaned back in his seat. He was tempted to sweep his arm across the board, but Kelsey would only make him pick up all of the pieces again. He took a stick of dreamweed from the ashtray and lit it instead.

      Kelsey shook his head at him.

      ‘What?’ he said.

      ‘Smoking already? Every day you start earlier.’

      ‘So? It’s not like I’ve got anything better to be doing. And, best of all, it’s free.’

      ‘You’re just playing into Sable’s hands. She supplies us with narcotics so we can willingly sedate ourselves, and you’re happy to go along with it.’

      ‘You smoke it too.’

      ‘Aye, but not every hour of the day and night.’

      ‘It’s the only way to drown out your nagging.’

      ‘You’re twenty-two, aye? How come I’m the one who has to be the grown up?’ She shook her head. ‘Days go past, and I sometimes wonder if you’ve forgotten that we’re prisoners. Booze, food, weed, comfy clothes and warm blankets; is that all it takes to turn you into an obedient little puppy?’

      ‘It’s called making the best of it,’ he said, glaring at her. ‘Moping won’t make the slightest difference, so why should I deliberately make myself more miserable? You should lighten up a bit; maybe try smiling now and again.’

      Kelsey flung her arm out and overturned the gaming board, sending the small pieces flying through the air.

      Ravi laughed. ‘I’m not picking them up this time. And wait, does that mean I actually won a game?’

      ‘Fuckwit,’ she cried, getting to her feet. She turned on her heels and strode off through the small courtyard, disappearing through the door leading to their room. He took a long draw of the weedstick, then set it back down into the ashtray. He yawned and closed his eyes, feeling the weak warmth of the sun on his skin as the effects of the dreamweed dulled his thoughts. Kelsey was probably right, but he didn’t care.
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      His eyes shot open as the leg of the chair was kicked.

      ‘Nice nap?’ said Sable.

      ‘Eh?’ he said, gazing around, his mind groggy. He wiped the drool from his chin and rubbed his head. ‘Was I sleeping long?’

      ‘How should I know?’ she said. ‘Do you think I’ve been standing here watching you?’

      He shrugged. ‘You might have been.’

      ‘Poor, deluded Ravi,’ she said, sitting. Her eyes glanced over the gaming board lying on the gravel, and the pieces scattered throughout the courtyard. ‘That game was expensive. Maybe I should stop buying you nice things if all you’re going to do is ruin them.’

      ‘It was Kelsey, not me,’ he said.

      ‘I assume you must have provoked her.’

      ‘Why assume? Why not rip it out of my head like you usually do?’

      ‘My, you’re a little tetchy this afternoon. I’ll have to remember not to interrupt your naps.’

      ‘Well, why did you?’

      She raised an eyebrow. ‘It’s diamond day. Please, Ravi, don’t tell me you’ve forgotten.’

      ‘No,’ he said, ‘of course not.’

      ‘Then it’s ready?’

      ‘Eh, not quite. Just needs a little bit more work on it.’

      ‘I have bills to pay,’ she said, her eyes tightening. ‘You promised today.’

      ‘And it will be today. Come back tonight; it’ll be ready.’

      ‘There will be consequences if it’s not. That weed you love so much can be quite… pricy.’ She stood. ‘And tidy this mess up.’

      He made a face at her back as she walked towards the door to their room, then bent down and picked up the gaming board. He placed it onto the table, then gazed at the scattered pieces. Why did the stupid game have to have so many parts? He crouched down onto the gravel, collecting the small carved figures, feeling the texture of the wood on his skin. He glanced around, making sure no one was watching, then tried his powers on the inch-long game token resting in his palm. There was a soft, cracking sound, and his eyes widened. The piece had disintegrated into a tangle of wispy, wooden fibres.

      ‘Oops,’ he muttered, almost laughing before he realised that Sable would know what had happened the next time she read his mind. He brushed the fibres from his palm and they floated down to the gravel.

      The sound of raised voices echoed through from the cell, and he stood, ignoring the rest of the pieces still on the ground. Ought to be fun, he thought, walking for the door. He opened it.

      ‘…but he’s your fucking uncle!’ Kelsey yelled.

      ‘That’s nothing to do with me,’ Sable said. ‘I’m not responsible for his actions.’

      ‘But you were, weren’t you?’ Kelsey said. ‘Before you…’ She paused, noticing Ravi by the door.

      ‘What’s up?’ he said.

      Kelsey pointed at a newspaper lying on her bedside table. ‘Read that,’ she cried. ‘Sable’s uncle has managed to bring down the caretaker government in Holdings City.’

      Ravi shrugged. ‘Politics. Whatever.’

      ‘See?’ said Sable, chuckling. ‘I think you’re making a little much of this, Miss Holdfast.’

      Kelsey glared at them as Ravi walked over to his bed and sat on it. ‘You don’t get it,’ she said to him. ‘Lord-fucking-Blackhold’s actions are being controlled by Asher; this is all part of the archmages’ plan. With no government, the Holdings won’t be able to assist the empire in the war. There will be no more recruitment, or deliveries of weapons or supplies. Worse, they also cancelled the elections due to be held in winter.’

      ‘That’s why he acted now,’ said Sable; ‘to stop the elections from taking place.’

      Kelsey turned to her. ‘Do you know what’s going to happen next?’

      ‘I thought you were the prophet.’

      ‘Hilarious,’ Kelsey said. ‘Your uncle’s going to seize the throne, isn’t he?’

      ‘He has got the best claim,’ Sable said. ‘His sister Mirren was Queen, and Empress for a while. Neither Miranda nor Guilliam had any children, so if the monarchy is restored, Holder Black is the most qualified candidate.’

      ‘It’s still a coup,’ said Kelsey. She began to pace up and down the long room. ‘Shit, this is bad. Mother stayed away for too long; this would never have happened if she was still First Holder. And the cavalry? Surely they can’t be happy.’

      ‘It’s all in the article,’ said Sable.

      ‘Aye,’ said Kelsey, ‘but the Holdings Chronicle is nothing but a royalist rag; you can’t believe a word they print. Father banned it from the house; he said it wasn’t fit to wipe your arse with.’

      ‘I wouldn’t worry about any of it,’ Sable said. ‘Out here in the desert, none of that stuff matters. Your lives won’t be affected in the slightest.’

      ‘So you don’t care if the archmages win?’ she said. ‘Even though they want to kill you?’

      ‘We can ride out whatever happens. The important thing is that we’re not noticed.’

      ‘But for how long? If Agatha conquers the world, then her reign could last… I don’t know. How old is she now?’

      Sable glanced away. She had returned to her usual reticence after the night they had spent getting drunk at the beginning of the third. She had made the odd comment, but had often changed the subject whenever Ravi or Kelsey brought it up.

      ‘How long can the archmages live for?’ he said. ‘You know, if no one chops their head off or anything.’

      Sable muttered something.

      ‘What was that?’ said Kelsey.

      The Holdings mage looked up at her from where she was sitting. ‘I said “forever, I think”.’

      ‘You think?’

      ‘I don’t know for certain, obviously, but their healing powers mean they can always repair themselves. Maybe they can last hundreds of years, rather than literally forever, but what would be the difference? As far as we’re concerned, it may as well be forever.’

      ‘Then we could be hiding out here for years, decades even?’ said Ravi.

      ‘Do you only ever think of yourself?’ said Kelsey. ‘What about the rest of the world? Once Agatha has the empire in her grasp; once she’s obliterated all resistance, she and the other archmages will be unstoppable. The Star Continent will be enslaved under their rule for generations.’

      Sable lit a cigarette. ‘If that comes to pass, then maybe you won’t think that living out here with me is so terrible after all. We can keep each other safe. Kelsey hides us; I can fight; and Ravi can bring in the money.’

      Kelsey rattled her ankle chain.

      ‘Stop glaring at me,’ Sable said. ‘I know fine well that if I removed your chains you’d run away.’

      ‘Damn right,’ Kelsey said. ‘And do you know what I’d do then? I’d go straight to Holdings City and stick a knife in your uncle’s throat.’

      ‘Another good reason not to let you go.’

      ‘You fucking coward,’ Kelsey said. ‘The archmages want you dead, and your own uncle’s helping them? If you had any guts we’d be going to Holdings City together, to do what needs to be done.’

      ‘More likely we’d die in the attempt,’ Sable said.

      ‘By doing nothing, you’re helping them win.’

      ‘So? If the archmages are defeated, then do you think for a moment that my life will be sunshine and happiness? The victors will be hunting me, no matter which side wins.’

      ‘Then you truly care about no one but yourself?’

      ‘You’re catching on at last, girl.’

      Kelsey narrowed her eyes. ‘Get out. I can’t stand to look at you.’

      Sable got to her feet, saying nothing. She gave a slight nod to Ravi, then turned and walked from the room. A moment later, they heard the front door of the building slam shut.

      ‘Bitch,’ Kelsey muttered.

      Ravi kept his mouth shut.

      She turned to him. ‘And a lot of good you were. It’s like you’ve given up, Ravi; Sable’s little treats and bribes have won you over, and you’re on your knees, begging for more.’

      ‘No, I’m not.’

      ‘She murdered your sister, have you forgotten?’

      ‘Shut up,’ he cried. ‘Don’t bring Yanin into this. She…’ He halted, suppressing a swell of emotion that threatened to sweep him away. ‘She’s gone,’ he went on, his eyes lowered, ‘and nothing’s going to bring her back. As for going to Holdings City to try to kill Sable’s uncle, count me out. It would be suicide.’

      Kelsey shook her head. ‘You’re both cowards; you and Sable. Maybe you belong together.’

      He gave a sad smile. ‘I’m just trying to survive. I…’

      ‘Quiet,’ she hissed, her eyes widening. She glanced around, her ear cocked.

      Ravi frowned. He listened, but could hear nothing.

      Kelsey’s expression changed. ‘Shit.’

      ‘What is it?’

      She ignored him and hurried from the room, heading back outside into the courtyard. He cursed, got up off his bed, and followed her. The air had a chill in it as he emerged from the cell. Kelsey was standing, her eyes closed as if she were concentrating. He watched her for a moment, then noticed the half-smoked stick of dreamweed sitting in the ashtray on the table. He picked it up and lit it, then took a seat.

      Several minutes passed, and Kelsey remained where she was. Ravi frowned at her; what was going on?

      Her eyes snapped open. ‘Sable!’ she cried. ‘Sable!’

      ‘Hey,’ Ravi said, ‘mind telling me what’s going on?’

      Kelsey glanced at him, but said nothing. A moment later, the door leading to the front hall opened and Sable walked through. Her features were cold, and she glowered at Kelsey.

      ‘What?’ she said. ‘If this is anything other than an apology, I’m leaving. The way you spoke to me before was utterly…’

      ‘Shut up,’ Kelsey said. ‘I heard something.’

      Sable stared at her.

      ‘What?’ said Ravi.

      ‘Vision powers,’ Kelsey said, ‘scanning the area.’

      ‘Is that all?’ said Sable. ‘You had me worried for a moment. We’re undetectable to the archmages’ powers; they can scan all they like.’

      ‘You don’t understand,’ said Kelsey. ‘They’re close, just a few miles away. They searched every room in the farmhouse, and this building. They might not have seen us, but they know we’re here.’

      ‘They?’ said Ravi. ‘How many?’

      ‘Just the one. Asher, I guess.’

      ‘A few miles away?’ said Sable, her voice low and uncertain.

      ‘Aye, and coming closer.’

      ‘Maybe it’s Daphne Holdfast,’ said Ravi, a spark of hope lighting in his breast. ‘Maybe she’s come to rescue us?’

      Kelsey shook her head. ‘No.’

      ‘But it might be,’ said Ravi. ‘Your mother’s one of the most powerful vision mages around, right?’

      ‘Aye, but when she uses her powers she doesn’t make a sound like the others. It’s hard to explain. It must be something to do with the fact that my mother possesses some trace amounts of dream powers; it makes her sound different. Believe me, if it was her, I’d know.’

      ‘We need to get out of here,’ said Sable.

      Ravi and Kelsey turned to her.

      ‘We need to leave,’ she went on; ‘immediately.’

      ‘Do you have a plan?’ he said.

      ‘Not yet. I’m thinking.’

      Kelsey let out a gasp. ‘There,’ she said. ‘Sanang death powers that time.’

      ‘Oh, fuck; a soulwitch?’ said Ravi, jumping to his feet.

      ‘It’s Asher,’ said Sable. ‘It must be.’

      ‘And I think she’s just killed someone,’ said Kelsey.

      ‘I had guards posted at the far end of the farm’s driveway, three miles west of here,’ said Sable, walking towards the cell door. ‘Come on.’

      Ravi chased after her, and they entered the long room.

      ‘Pack a bag, quickly,’ said Sable. ‘No. Shit, we haven’t any time for that. Right.’ She glanced at Ravi. ‘Sit, now.’

      He walked over to the bed and she took a key from a pocket.

      ‘I’ve been thinking about Kelsey’s prophecy,’ she said, glancing up at Ravi as she crouched by his legs; ‘about what it could mean. I think I understand now.’

      ‘Are you unlocking our chains?’ said Kelsey.

      Sable ignored her. With the small key in one hand, she raised the other and Ravi felt a blinding pain surge through his head. He screeched, clutching his face as the waves of agony burnt through his mind.

      ‘That should do it,’ said Sable, and the pain ceased.

      He opened his eyes, his hands shaking.

      ‘What the fuck did you do to him?’ said Kelsey.

      Sable unlocked the shackles, and the chains fell free from Ravi’s ankle. ‘I made it impossible for Ravi to consider running away,’ she said. ‘If he attempts to, then the same pain he just experienced will come on again, only worse.’

      ‘Impossible,’ yelled Kelsey. ‘You don’t have that kind of power.’

      Sable stood. ‘Right now, I don’t give a shit if you believe me or not. Now, stay here. I’ll be back as soon as I can.’

      She rushed from the room, and Kelsey went over to Ravi’s bed.

      ‘Are you alright?’ she said.

      ‘I am now,’ he groaned. ‘That was a nightmare; that pain. I thought my head was going to explode.’

      ‘Did you hear what she said?’

      ‘Yeah. Is it true?’

      Kelsey looked unsure. ‘It shouldn’t be possible.’

      ‘But? There’s always a fucking but.’

      ‘I heard her do it,’ she said. ‘I mean, I heard her use her powers. Vision mages can’t persuade folk like that; only dream mages can.’

      ‘And what did she sound like?’

      Kelsey shook her head. ‘Like my mother. Listen. Do you remember when she told us that she had “persuaded” you to meet her when you were travelling with the caravan to Silverstream?’

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘I thought she was exaggerating; that she’d placed an image of herself into your mind to make you think of her; but no, she actually must have used dream powers to do it.’

      ‘That sounds ridiculous. She’s not a dream mage.’

      ‘I’m not saying she is. But what if she’s more like my mother; what if she also possesses traces of dream powers? Maybe it’s more common in Holdings mages than we thought.’

      He frowned.

      ‘Also,’ Kelsey went on, ‘if what Sable said about me is true, and I can cancel or negate the abilities of other mages, then it would explain how she can use her powers on you when I’m here. It’s because she’s using dream powers, not ordinary vision.’

      Sounds drifted into the cell from outside; of guards pulling their kit on and arming themselves. Despite what Sable had said earlier, Kelsey began throwing things into a bag. Ravi raised an eyebrow.

      ‘What?’ she said.

      ‘Should I try to escape?’

      She paused. ‘Go on, then.’

      Ravi placed his feet on the floor and got up. The Holdings mage had said that it would be impossible for him to even consider fleeing, so he ran a few plans through his mind. Flee into the desert? Nothing. He put a foot forwards, and the pain returned in an overwhelming rush. He cried out, sinking to his knees.

      Sable burst in through the door. She was fully armed, and wearing a leather cuirass, while she was carrying a large set of metal cutters, with long handles. She noticed Ravi and shook her head.

      ‘You believe me now?’ she said, striding past him.

      He glanced up at her as the pain receded. She walked over to the end wall, and found where Kelsey’s chains were attached to an iron ring. She lifted the cutters, snipped through one of the narrow links, and the chain fell to the floor. She pulled a pair of pliers from a pocket, and knelt by the broken end of the chain. She strained for a moment, applying pressure to the last link, then slipped it through a hoop on her belt. She squeezed on the pliers and closed the gap.

      ‘They were made of steel,’ gasped Ravi.

      ‘One of the benefits of battle-vision,’ she said, smiling, then turned to Kelsey. ‘I can’t read your thoughts, Holdfast,’ she said, ‘but I know you’re looking at the chain and thinking how easy it would be to free it from my belt. It’s true, I guess. It wouldn’t take much strength to rip it loose.’

      Kelsey opened her mouth to speak, but before she could Sable rushed over, and with a sweep of her hand she gripped the girl round the throat. Kelsey made a choking sound as Sable forced her to her knees.

      ‘If you try to run,’ she said, gazing down into Kelsey’s face, ‘then I will beat you so badly that you’ll never be able to walk again, never mind run. Do you understand?’

      Kelsey tried to speak, but only a throttled gargle emerged from her lips.

      ‘I’ll take that as a yes,’ said Sable, releasing her.

      The girl toppled to the floor, her hands holding her bruised neck. Ravi crouched by her side, shame and fear rippling through him. He had done nothing to help her, terrified of his own pain returning. He glanced up at Sable, a fierce hatred burning through him.

      ‘Right then,’ said the mage. ‘We ready?’

      Without waiting for a response, she pulled on the chain and walked to the door. Ravi took Kelsey’s hand and helped her to her feet; and in silence, they followed. Sable led them into the front hall, then out of the main door. The sun was shining in the western sky ahead of them, but its warmth was weak, and a cold breeze was blowing dust into Ravi’s eyes.

      A wagon was sitting in the farmyard, with a team of four horses harnessed at the front. Guards were loading crates and supplies onto its rear, while others were strapping on armour.

      ‘Climb on board,’ Sable shouted to Ravi and Kelsey.

      They were halfway to the wagon, when a guard cried out. Ravi turned, and saw a woman approach from the left. She was as tall as any Kellach Brigdomin, and towered over the Holdings guards.

      ‘Shit,’ cried Sable, gesturing to Ravi and Kelsey. ‘Down!’

      She hauled them into the low shadows by the wagon, and Ravi peered through the spokes of a wheel. Two of the guards lifted their shields, drew swords, and charged the archmage. Asher raised a hand, and the heads of the two guards exploded, spraying blood and fragments of bone over the other side of the wagon.

      The rest of the guards hesitated for a second, their eyes wide, then ran; scattering in all directions. Asher smiled, and began pointing at each one in turn. As she did so, the guards started to fall, their heads disintegrating, until the yard was coated in a slick layer of blood, pooling among the decapitated bodies. A few guards made it to the entrance of the farmhouse, and they barged through the open doorway. Asher strode to the side of the building and lay her palm against a wall. Within seconds, the farmhouse began to shake, then its roof collapsed, falling inwards; the tiles and beams crashing down into the interior of the building amid an enormous cloud of dust.

      ‘Come on,’ Sable whispered, grabbing the chain; ‘while she’s distracted.’

      They got to their feet and sprinted towards the prison block. Ravi didn’t look back, the sounds of the falling farmhouse roaring in his ears. There was a path to the right of the building that led off towards the desert, and Sable guided them onto it. They turned the corner and stood, panting against the whitewashed wall. A few seats were sitting out, along with full mugs of ale from where the guards had been resting only minutes before. A large, heavy wooden awning stretched out from the side of the prison building, its thick beams supporting a roof that provided shade.

      Sable crouched, and stole a glance back at the farmyard. The moment she did so, a fist lashed out, and the Holdings mage flew backwards, landing on the dirt, blood gushing from her nose.

      Asher walked round the corner. She glanced down at Sable, then over at where Ravi and Kelsey stood huddled by the wall. Her eyes settled on the girl.

      ‘Holdfast,’ she said, ‘we meet again. I’m here for your head; Agatha always wants proof.’

      While she leered at Kelsey, Ravi noticed Sable unfasten her belt, allowing the chain to drop to the ground. With a leap she sprang up, drawing her sword in the same movement and slashing Asher’s arm with the blade.

      The archmage took a step back, disbelief in her eyes. ‘You threaten me? You, Sable Blackhold? You filthy wretch.’ She drew her own sword as Sable edged between her and the captives.

      Ravi stared as the two woman faced each other. Asher was taller, and broader, and her sword outreached Sable’s by a foot. The archmage raised her weapon, and attacked. A gasp came from Ravi’s throat as he watched them fight; each lightning quick, their swords a blur of movement as they parried, slashed and blocked.

      Kelsey pulled at his sleeve. ‘Run,’ she whispered.

      She dragged him along, his eyes unable to leave the sight of Sable and the archmage. They reached the far corner of the building.

      Kelsey pointed. ‘The desert. We can make it.’

      ‘But Sable will die.’

      ‘So?’

      He glanced back. Asher was steadily pushing the Holdings mage back, and wounds had appeared on her upper legs, and her right shoulder.

      ‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘I can’t run away, remember?’

      ‘She freed my chains,’ Kelsey said, her eyes pleading with him. ‘She wants us to flee. Try it; you’ll see.’

      Sable let out a cry as Asher’s blade sliced through her leather armour. She put her left hand to her side, blood seeping through her fingers.

      Ravi turned back to Kelsey. ‘No. You go.’

      Kelsey glared at him, her teeth bared. ‘You fucking fool,’ she cried, then turned, and ran.

      He watched her disappear round the side of the building, then his eyes darted back to Sable. The Holdings mage was panting, her movements slowing.

      ‘I’m glad I got the chance to fight you,’ said Asher, a smug smile on her lips as she paused her assault. ‘I heard you were one of the best mages in this world; the best at battle-vision. Ghorley spoke very highly of you.’

      Sable laughed through the blood on her face. ‘I’ve done what I needed to. The Holdfast girl has gone, Asher; you’ll never find her again.’

      The archmage frowned, her gaze scanning the desert spreading out behind the prison building.

      Sable lifted her sword and jumped at her, but Asher raised her hand and Sable stopped, frozen. Her face twisted in pain.

      ‘If she’s gone,’ said Asher, ‘then at least I can use my powers on you. Do you feel that? That’s the hand of death grasping your heart. I do love the power of a soulwitch, and if I’m going to have to hunt for the Holdfast girl again, I’m going to enjoy making you suffer first.’

      Sable fell to her knees, dropping the sword onto the blood-spattered earth.

      Ravi stepped forward. ‘Leave her alone.’

      ‘Or what, little man?’ Asher sneered.

      He lifted his hand and grasped one of the awning’s support beams; surging his powers through it. It crumbled beneath his touch, and the awning creaked, then fell, its heavy load of timbers crashing down onto Asher, burying her beneath its weight as clouds of dust filled the air.

      Ravi choked, then ran to Sable. Her legs were under some of the awning’s broken beams, and he took hold of her shoulders, trying to haul her from the debris. His boots slipped in a pool of blood and he tumbled to the ground. The Holdings mage was unconscious, but her chest rose and fell, and he could hear her breath come in gasps. He grabbed one of the beams that was pinning her legs, and heaved, pushing it a few inches to the side.

      Three yards away, the pile of wooden debris stirred.

      Fear rose almost to panic in Ravi as he shoved the beams, his eyes on where the movement was growing. A hand emerged from the wreckage, punching its way clear, as Ravi freed the last beam from Sable’s legs. He rushed back to her shoulder, dragging her away.

      ‘Up here!’ yelled a voice.

      He turned, and saw the wagon parked behind him, Kelsey on the driver’s bench, the reins in her hand.

      ‘Come on!’ she screamed. ‘She’s moving!’

      Ravi picked Sable up in his arms, and staggered to the wagon. Kelsey leaned over and helped him scramble up, and Ravi toppled into the back, Sable falling in beside him, unconscious. Kelsey lashed out with the whip and the wagon took off, racing down the track towards the desert. Ravi was thrown about the back, as the wheels bumped over the rough surface. Kelsey urged the horses on, and they picked up speed.

      A roar of rage echoed up from the farmyard, and Ravi risked a glance back, as he clung on to the side of the wagon.

      Standing alone, next to the prison building, was Asher, silhouetted against the lowering sun at her back. As she faded into the distance, Ravi noticed her turn away, and stride back towards the farm. He crouched down by Sable, cradling her head on his lap. Her face was bloody, and she had a dozen injuries.

      Kelsey glanced at him. ‘Asher will be going to collect her horse,’ she said, ‘but she won’t find it. I untied him and sent him on his way before getting the wagon.’

      ‘Where now?’ he said.

      ‘I know these deserts well; it’s where I grew up. If my bearings are correct, I think I know how we could circle round into the Holdfast estate.’

      ‘Thanks,’ he said, ‘for coming back.’

      ‘Did you think I was going to leave you? But as for her,’ she went on, frowning at Sable; ‘if it were up to me I’d throw her out of the back of the wagon.’

      Ravi shook his head. ‘You were right; she was trying to save us. For that, it’s right we save her.’

      ‘And what about when she wakes up?’

      He shrugged. ‘We’ll see.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 12

          

          

      

    

    







            Motherhood

          

        

      

    

    
      Colsbury Castle, Republic of the Holdings – 29th Day, Second Third Autumn 526

      Karalyn smiled at the sleeping twins lying in her arms. They were still small enough for her to hold both at the same time, though she knew it wouldn’t last forever.

      She closed her eyes, and her dream vision rose from her body. She sent it south, racing over the edge of the mountains and across the plains of the northern Plateau. She had scouted out Lennox’s position an hour before, but the twins had awoken; demanding a feed, so she had tended to them before trying again. Her vision reached the shore of the Inner Sea, where it turned south-west beyond the imperial capital. She followed the rocky coastline until she caught sight of a small number of black specks sheltering in a narrow inlet. She lowered her sight, searching among the boats for the one that Lennox commanded. She saw Carrie first, crouching by the mast, giving a lesson to a few gathered members of the crew. Lennox was sitting by the tiller, his eyes on the weather.

      She watched him for a moment, as she had done several times since he had left Colsbury; then took a breath and entered his head.

      Hello.

      His eyes widened.

      It’s me.

      ‘Karalyn?’

      I’m in your head; you don’t need to speak aloud. Just think, and I’ll hear.

      This feels strange, but I like it. It’s good to talk to you; how are you? How are the twins?’

      They’re fine. They’re sleeping on my knee just now as it happens.

      Kiss them for me.

      She smiled. I will.

      How did you find me?

      I’ve been… watching you. Since you left. I wanted to make sure you were alright. Sorry if that sounds a bit weird.

      No, he said. I don’t mind. Why have you not spoken to me before?

      I’m a coward at heart, I guess. But you’ll be going into battle soon, and I… well, I needed to hear your voice again.

      A surge of love for her swept through him, and she was glad she had found the courage to go into his mind.

      Before I forget, he said, the Empress had a message for you.

      I know. I spoke to her a little while ago, after you’d visited her. I’ve decided to help. I don’t like it, but I’ll do it. But before I unleash my mother and Shella on the world, I’m going to use the Quadrant for something good, first.

      Aye?

      Aye. We’re going to rescue Darine’s children from Liberton. My mother’s not too happy about it, but it was my condition.

      He nodded. Good luck.

      Thanks, she said as she felt Cael squirm on her lap. Listen I have to go; the twins are waking up.

      Love you.

      She paused. Love you, too.

      She pulled her vision back to her head with a snap, and rocked Cael. The twins were getting heavy in her arms, so she stood and laid them down in their cots. She gazed at them, her thoughts on Lennox. He had seemed at ease on the boat in his uniform, as if he belonged there; a soldier. If the war ended and he returned to her, then would he ever be able to change? She thought back to the days they had spent in Severton; he had been happy, so maybe there was hope that he would be content with a peaceful life. She had been happy too, until she had discovered what he had done in Rainsby.

      That was her greatest fear, she realised, that he would repeat his actions, and do something so wicked that she would never be able to look at him again. After all, he had done it once…

      ‘Did you speak to him this time?’ her mother said, striding into the room.

      Karalyn’s eyes flickered up from the twins. ‘Aye.’

      ‘Good. Poor boy must have been thinking that you’d forgotten about him.’

      ‘He loves me.’

      ‘Of course he does. A fool could see that.’

      ‘Aye, but I was worried he might have settled back into the life of a soldier a little too well.’

      ‘He’s not a soldier, dear. He’s a marine. And I wouldn’t concern yourself with such notions. He’s good at what he does, and he’ll need to focus on it; but that doesn’t mean he’ll forget about you or the twins. What about you, though? Do you love him?’

      She nodded. ‘I’m weak. I feel like I’m betraying my own values by loving him, but I can’t help it. Even after what he did, I can’t help it.’

      Her mother took her hand. ‘That’s not weakness, Kara-bear. You’ve looked into his heart; did you see any evil there, or cruel malice?’

      ‘No. I’ve searched his memories, and what happened in Rainsby is the only time I felt rage consume him. It was a mad grief over Libby, the girl he was seeing at the time; that’s the only explanation I can come up with.’

      Her mother glanced down at the twins. ‘Have you prepared enough bottles? We might be away for a longer stretch this time.’

      ‘Enough for two feeds.’

      ‘Is that all?’

      Karalyn shrugged. ‘Jemma can feed them herself if she has to. She told me she would if we’re not back in time for their third feed.’

      ‘She’s a good girl,’ said Daphne. ‘The Holdfasts are lucky to have her in the family, though I wish Keir realised that.’

      ‘He was happy with his soulwitch.’

      ‘Yes, although I object to your use of the word “was”. He’s still alive.’

      Karalyn bit her lip. ‘Have you seen him?’

      ‘No.’

      Karalyn nodded, squeezing her mother’s hand.

      ‘I’ve been searching the eastern Plateau,’ Daphne went on, ‘but it’s so vast I could be looking for thirds and never find them. I thought I heard something a few days ago; the faint sound of Thorn’s powers being used, but I couldn’t locate the source.’

      Karalyn nodded. She too had been searching for her siblings, but had found no trace of Keir, Kelsey or Corthie. The Star Continent was too big, and they could be anywhere.

      ‘Right,’ said her mother; ‘let’s get this done.’

      ‘I don’t even know if it’ll work.’

      ‘Part of me hopes it doesn’t. You know my feelings about this idea of yours.’

      ‘We have to try.’

      ‘Very well.’ She gestured to the armour and weapons she was bearing. ‘As you can see, I’m prepared. Shella is also, although watch out for her tongue this morning. She also thinks this mission ill-advised, and she might be quite blunt about it.’

      ‘And Darine?’

      ‘She’s dressed for the part,’ Daphne said, ‘but I worry about her. This can’t be easy for the girl.’

      Karalyn leaned down and kissed each of the twins on the forehead.

      ‘Be back soon,’ she whispered.

      Daphne led her out of the room and down a hallway of the Great Keep’s upper storey. They entered the small chamber that they used for the Quadrant. Shella, Darine and Jemma were there, waiting.

      ‘There you are,’ said the Holdings girl, Cole carried on her hip. ‘I’m going to sit with the twins until you return.’

      ‘Thanks again,’ said Karalyn. ‘We’ll try not to be too long.’

      Jemma nodded, then left the room.

      ‘You’ve found a convenient little wet nurse there,’ said Shella, getting up from an armchair. ‘I hope her boobs have enough for three hungry brats.’

      Daphne frowned. ‘In polite conversation, such things are not…’

      ‘Bollocks to your Holdings reserve,’ Shella said. ‘I’ve never understood why you shy away from talking about anything that concerns bodily functions. It’s perfectly natural.’

      ‘Back to why we’re here,’ said Daphne. ‘We’re going to try something new.’

      ‘It’ll never work,’ said Shella. ‘The Quadrant can’t take us places Karalyn’s never been to. And when it fails, we fall back to plan “b”, right?’

      Karalyn took the wrapped Quadrant from her coat. ‘I’ve been over this a lot; thinking about how to bend the rules. When I asked to go to Lostwell, it said no, but I wasn’t in Racine’s mind at the time.’ She glanced at Darine. ‘Give me your hand.’

      The Domm woman remained motionless. ‘I… I’m not sure…’

      Shella groaned. ‘Is this what I got out of bed for?’

      ‘Imagine if it does work,’ said Daphne. ‘Think of all the places you’ve been, or I. It would expand the area we can reach in a stroke.’

      ‘Go on then,’ muttered the Rakanese mage, ambling over to where the others stood. She pushed Darine forwards.

      ‘Wait,’ said the Domm woman.

      ‘I thought you wanted to see your twins again?’ said Karalyn.

      ‘I do,’ said Darine. ‘They’ve been in my thoughts for years, ever since I was parted from them.’

      ‘Years, eh?’ said Shella. ‘So how old will they be now?’

      ’Almost five.’

      ‘Hmmm. I think I see a flaw in this plan.’

      ‘Get your cloak on,’ said Daphne to her, ‘and make sure you pull your hood down; we’re both going to have to pass for Rahain while we’re there.’

      Shella sighed, and pushed her arms through the sleeves of the long, black cloak.

      ‘I’m also bringing this along,’ Daphne went on, shouldering a pack. ‘It’s got food, money, some clothes, and cigarettes.’ She glanced at Karalyn as the four of them stood close together. ‘Let us know when your ready.’

      Karalyn unwrapped the Quadrant and took it in her hand.

      Command me.

      She smiled at Darine. ‘Your hand?’

      The young Domm woman hesitated for a moment, then extended her fingers. Karalyn took them in her right hand, and entered her mind.

      ‘Now think of Liberton. The clearest memory you have of the place.’

      Darine nodded and Karalyn saw a picture form inside her mind. It was a large, stone-built house, set apart from the others, with ivy growing up the walls. Karalyn concentrated on the image.

      Quadrant?

      What do you desire, Karalyn?

      Can you take us to the place I can see in my mind?

      There was a pause. Yes.

      She smiled and glanced at the others. ‘I think it’s going to work. Hold on to me.’

      Her mother and Shella each held out their hand and touched Karalyn’s arm.

      Liberton. Go.

      The chamber around them dissolved into blackness, and for a few seconds Karalyn felt nothing, her senses adrift and unfeeling. Just as she was about to panic, the scene changed, and a rainy, grey day appeared around them. They fell a yard to the ground, tumbling over the gravel path and muddy flowerbeds.

      Shella lifted herself up from the mud, laughing.

      ‘Sorry,’ muttered Karalyn, from where she sat in the dirt. ‘I didn’t realised we’d arrive above the ground.’

      ‘Not to worry,’ said her mother, brushing mud from her cloak as she stood. She glanced around. ‘Are we here? Is this it?’

      ‘Aye,’ said Darine. ‘This is the place where I had the twins.’

      Karalyn took in the large house as she got to her feet, the persistent drizzle soaking her. The windows of the building were smashed and boarded up, and the place looked abandoned.

      ‘Let’s take a look,’ she said.

      She tucked the Quadrant away inside her coat and they walked up the gravel path towards the house. Around it was an untidy garden, overgrown and untended, and there was a row of houses stretching off into the grey mist on the left. They reached the front door and Karalyn knocked. The wooden frame creaked, and the door slid open. Inside, the hallway was in darkness.

      They went in out of the rain.

      ‘Not how you remember it, I imagine?’ Daphne said to Darine.

      The Domm woman shook her head. ‘It was bright and airy when I was last here; full of life and noise.’

      ‘Hello?’ Daphne called out into the silence.

      Nothing.

      They searched the ground floor. The rooms were empty, as if they had been looted, with furniture missing or broken, and the damp was pervasive, spreading up the plastered walls.

      ‘The records were kept in this room,’ said Darine, gesturing toward a door at the rear of the house, just past the derelict kitchens.

      They entered the room, and the Domm woman groaned. Paperwork littered the floor, torn, stamped-on, muddy. Wooden storage cabinets had been toppled over, their contents spilling into piles on the bare floorboards.

      Shella picked up a few sheets. ‘The writing’s all blurry,’ she said. ‘The damp’s got to it.’

      ‘Some of the damage looks recent,’ said Daphne. ‘I don’t think this place has been empty for all that long.’

      ‘Just long enough to destroy what we needed,’ muttered Shella. ‘Oh well. Plan “b”?’

      ‘Not yet,’ said Karalyn. ‘There’s bound to be folk near by who can help us.’ She turned to Darine. ‘You know the names of the family that were given your twins?’

      ‘Aye,’ she said. ‘I remember them.’

      ‘Then we can ask around,’ said Karalyn, ‘though maybe I should go alone with Darine, so we don’t attract too much attention.’

      ‘Not a chance,’ said her mother. ‘We stick together.’

      Karalyn nodded, and they made their way back through the building to the front entrance. The rain was continuing outside.

      ‘Where’s the rest of the town?’ she said.

      ‘To the right,’ said Darine. ‘This house is on the eastern edge of Liberton, away from the town centre.’

      Shella and Daphne pulled their hoods down over their faces and the four of them set off, striding down the path in the drizzle, then turning right on the main road. Houses appeared through the mist, first on their right, and then on their left as well, as they walked on. Smoke was coming from a few chimneys, but there were no signs of life out on the street.

      ‘Fuck this weather,’ said Shella. ‘Where’s the nearest tavern?’

      ‘There was one up here,’ said Darine. ‘I used to go to it sometimes with the other mothers once my twins were born.’

      They turned along a side street and Darine pointed. Ahead of them was an old two-storey building; its grey stone blocks covered with dark ivy. Smoke was coming from one of its chimneys, and light was seeping out from under the front door. Shella quickened her step, and the others followed her. She pushed open the door and strode in. Inside, the large chamber fell silent, and a dozen pairs of eyes turned to stare at the new arrivals.

      ‘Good afternoon, everyone,’ said Shella, throwing back her hood and striding into the half-empty tavern. ‘I hope your ale’s decent.’

      One of two large fireplaces was ablaze, and Shella marched up to it, warming her hands by the flames as the small group of Kellach locals narrowed their eyes. They were sat around a few tables close to the fire, while an older woman wearing an apron was standing behind a long bar.

      ‘What do you want?’ she said, anger and confusion on her face.

      ‘Just a drink,’ said Daphne, ‘if that’s alright?’

      She led Karalyn and Darine to an empty table close to the fire, and they sat.

      ‘If you’re recruiters,’ said a red-faced man from another table, ‘then you can fuck off. There’s nothing left to take; we’ve already given everything we have.’

      ‘We’re not recruiters,’ said Karalyn, as her mother lit a cigarette.

      ‘No,’ said Shella, from where she was standing by the fire, ‘we’re imperial agents. Now, where’s that ale?’

      A heavy silence bore down upon the tavern, as the locals seemed to retreat inside themselves. Karalyn could feel the raw fear emanating from them; and the disbelief.

      ‘My friend is correct,’ said Daphne, who then pulled back her hood. ‘As you can see, we’re not Rahain.’

      The woman by the bar cleared her throat. ‘We… we don’t have any ale.’

      ‘Fucksake,’ muttered Shella. ‘You’re Kellach Brigdomin, aren’t you? You must have something to drink.’

      ‘Wine,’ said the woman, her eyes wide. ‘We have wine.’

      ‘Kick them out, Bernie,’ cried one of the locals. ‘We can’t have their type in here. If the border guards find out, then we’re finished.’

      ‘They’re lying,’ said another. ‘Think about it; how could imperial agents get all the way here?’

      ‘The big house on the edge of town,’ said Karalyn; ‘why is it abandoned?’

      The group stared at her.

      ‘Do you know the one I mean?’ Karalyn went on. ‘The house where the Army of Pyre women had their children?’

      ‘Been closed for over a year,’ said Bernie, as she brought a tray over. She laid it onto the table in front of Daphne, who reached into her cloak.

      ‘How much do I owe you?’ she said.

      The Kellach woman looked puzzled.

      ‘I intend to pay,’ said Daphne. ‘We’re not here to rob you.’

      ‘Em, that’ll be ten ahane. Please.’

      Daphne opened her purse, and held out some coins.

      ‘They’re not ahane,’ said Bernie. ‘They have the Empress’s head on them. I don’t think I can accept these.’

      ‘Of course you can’t,’ said one of the locals. ‘It’s a trick, Bernie. They’re not imperials, they’re working for the Rahain. You take those coins, and they’ll arrest the lot of us.’

      ‘Why was the big house closed?’ said Karalyn.

      Bernie’s eyes flickered to her. ‘No money. Not long after the war started, the Rahain stopped sending money into Liberton. Without it, there was nothing to pay the police, or teachers, and we couldn’t afford to keep the home for mothers going.’

      Daphne slung her pack off her shoulder and opened it. She pulled out a clean, folded tunic and placed it onto the table.

      ‘Will you accept this instead?’

      ‘Just have the wine,’ said Bernie, stepping back from the table.

      ‘This is useless,’ said Shella. ‘Look at them; they’re terrified. They’re not ready for a revolution. And, they’re all old. Where are the young people?’

      ‘There aren’t any,’ said Bernie. ‘The Rahain took them all last winter. Carried every one of them away, from fifteen-year-olds, right up to folk in their thirties. They had no right to do that.’

      ‘Shush, Bernie,’ said a man. ‘Tell them nothing. They want you to incriminate yourself.’

      ‘I don’t care any more,’ cried Bernie. ‘Those bastards broke their promises to us. They told us they’d only take some of the young ones, just enough to keep the ranks of the Army of Pyre filled, but as soon as the war was underway, they went back on their word. I’m tired of pretending everything’s alright. It’s not. Liberton is dying.’ She stared at Shella. ‘Are you here to help us?’

      Shella frowned. ‘We’re here to tell you to get off your knees.’

      ‘We’re here to find out the truth,’ said Daphne; ‘the truth about your situation. The Empress knows you’re trapped down here.’

      ‘That’s not the only reason,’ said Karalyn. ‘We’re looking for two children.’

      The locals glanced at each other.

      ‘Darine,’ Karalyn went on, ‘give them the names of the foster parents.’

      The Domm woman said nothing, her face full of doubts and apprehension.

      ‘I see,’ said Bernie, staring at her. ‘Are you Army of Pyre, girl?’

      ‘She was,’ said Karalyn. She glanced back at Darine. ‘Go on, this is our chance.’

      ‘I don’t know…’ she said, her voice low.

      Daphne glanced over at the Domm woman for a second, and Karalyn sensed her mother’s powers leap across the gap between them. She then turned to Bernie.

      ‘Could I have a word in private, please?’ she said to the tavern-keeper.

      Bernie frowned, then nodded. ‘Aye, alright.’

      Daphne got to her feet, and the two woman left the large room through a side door.

      ‘What’s happening?’ Darine whispered.

      ‘I think my mother’s taking matters into her own hands,’ said Karalyn.

      ‘This might be a mistake.’

      ‘But, Darine, your twins are here, somewhere. We’re so close.’

      ‘Aye, but… I don’t know.’

      Shella strode over to the table and poured herself a mug of wine. As she took a drink, a couple of the locals stood, and began to shuffle their way to the front door of the tavern.

      ‘Let them go,’ Shella said. ‘Shit, this stuff’s rank. No wonder everyone’s so miserable.’

      ‘Excuse me,’ said a man from another table.

      ‘What?’ said Shella.

      ‘Do you know anything about the state of the Army of Pyre? Every family here has someone in the ranks, and the Rahain never give us any news.’

      ‘Aye,’ said another; ‘what’s going on with the war? Who’s winning?’

      ‘Right now,’ said Shella, ‘the Rahain are. Rainsby fell in spring, but don’t get your hopes up about the Army of Pyre; they got their asses kicked. The government of Rahain threw their lives away; I doubt there’s more than a handful left.’

      A woman at the table let out a sob, and ran for the door.

      Daphne and Bernie emerged from an opening in the side of the tavern and approached. The older Brig woman looked troubled.

      ‘We have what we came for,’ said Daphne. ‘Shall we?’

      Shella downed her mug of wine as Karalyn and Darine stood. Daphne shouldered her pack and turned to face the smaller group of locals.

      ‘When the empire wins this war,’ she said, ‘we shall come for you again; and lead you home.’

      ‘And when will that be?’ said one.

      ‘I don’t know, but spread the news around the town: the Empress has not forgotten you.’

      ‘Is is true what the other woman said; that the Army of Pyre has been destroyed?’

      Daphne glanced at Shella, a frown on her lips. The Rakanese mage shrugged.

      ‘The Army of Pyre was heavily defeated at Stretton Sands,’ Daphne said.

      ‘Where’s that?’ asked one.

      ‘Up on the Plateau,’ Daphne went on. ‘They were trapped in the town. Most were slain. I’m sorry.’

      ‘No, you’re not,’ said another. ‘To you they were the enemy.’

      ‘You’re right,’ Daphne said; ‘I’m not sorry for them. My sympathy lies with you; with what you have lost. Three of my children are missing because of the war; believe me, I know the pain that brings.’

      The tavern fell into silence.

      Shella gestured to the door, and the others followed her back out onto the rain-swept street.

      ‘You get the address?’ said the Rakanese mage.

      ‘Yes,’ said Daphne.

      ‘That woman told you?’ said Darine.

      ‘Not exactly.’

      ‘Are they in the town?’ said Karalyn.

      Daphne nodded. ‘Follow me.’

      They pulled their hoods on and set off through the muddy streets. Karalyn glanced at Darine as they walked. The Domm woman’s eyes were betraying her anxiety, and Karalyn felt a knot of worry form in the pit of her stomach. The streets of the town were deserted, and several houses and shops were boarded up. Daphne seemed to know where she was going, and she led them down narrow lanes and into a courtyard surrounded on three sides by low cottages. She pointed at one.

      ‘In there,’ she said. ‘That’s where they live.’

      Darine let out a gasp as the rain grew heavier. Karalyn squinted through the mist. The cottage looked small, and ordinary, its garden neat, and its chimney emitting a steady stream of smoke.

      ‘How are we doing this?’ said Shella. ‘March in, grab them, and go?’

      ‘Should we talk to them at least,’ said Karalyn; ‘to explain what we’re doing, and why?’

      ‘Let me check the children are inside, first,’ said Daphne. Her eyes glazed over for a second as the others waited. Her mother coughed, then nodded.

      They walked closer to the cottage. The windows were shuttered, but a low lamplight was coming from within. They stole up to the side of the low building, and Karalyn peered through a crack in the wooden shutters. Inside was a kitchen, where an old woman was preparing food. A large pot was bubbling on a stove close by, and she was adding chopped vegetables, her attention focussed on the knife in her hands.

      Daphne signalled to the rear of the cottage, and they followed her round. At another set of closed shutters, Karalyn looked again, with Darine by her side. The Domm woman put a hand to her mouth to muffle a cry, and tears started to roll down her cheeks. Inside was a cramped and smoky room, with a fire burning in the hearth. A middle-aged couple were sitting on a bench; the man carving something out of wood; the woman repairing a skirt folded across her lap. At their feet two children were playing by the fire; two young boys, their brown hair falling to their shoulders. One of them held up a picture he had drawn, and the woman smiled at him.

      ‘Your boys,’ whispered Karalyn.

      ‘Is that them?’ said Shella.

      ‘Aye,’ said Darine, her voice breaking.

      ‘Are you sure? You haven’t seen them in years.’

      ‘I’m sure.’

      ‘Then what are we waiting for?’ Shella went on. ‘Let’s get them.’

      Darine shook her head. ‘This doesn’t feel right.’

      ‘Don’t you want them back?’ said Karalyn.

      ‘Of course I do; it’s all I’ve wanted for the last five years. But… they look happy. Maybe they’d be happier here.’

      ‘In this shithole?’ said Shella. ‘If we bring them back with us, then they’ll never go hungry, never lack for anything. They can go to school, and grow up in safety.’

      ‘Look at them!’ Darine cried. ‘They’re a family. The boys won’t remember me; I’ll be nothing more than a stranger to them, a stranger who ripped them away from the only mum and dad they know. Here they may be poor, but they’re loved.’

      Shella snorted. ‘Fine, I’ll do it myself. You’ll thank me for it later, once we’re all back in Colsbury.’

      She started to walk towards the back door of the cottage.

      ‘No,’ said Darine. ‘I don’t want this any more. If we take them, then we’d be no better than the Rahain recruiters. I’d hate myself. Worse, the boys, my boys, would hate me too.’

      Shella opened her mouth to reply.

      ‘She’s right,’ said Karalyn. ‘I was wrong; we shouldn’t have come here.’

      ‘Fucksake,’ cried Shella. ‘Will you Holdfasts make up your minds! What do we do now then, eh?’

      ‘We go home,’ said Daphne, the rain dripping down her hood. ‘There’s nothing for us here.’

      Shella swore, then stormed off in the direction of the courtyard. Darine lowered her face, the sound of the rain mingling with her sobs.

      Karalyn put a hand on her arm. ‘I’m sorry.’

      Darine pushed her away. ‘Leave me alone,’ she muttered, then went after Shella.

      Karalyn watched her turn the corner of the cottage then glanced at her mother. ‘You knew this was going to happen, didn’t you?’

      ‘I had a suspicion.’

      ‘You tried to warn me. I feel so stupid.’

      ‘You wanted to do the right thing, Kara-bear; but sometimes there’s no easy answer; sometimes all that remains is to choose the path that does the least harm.’

      Her mother took her hand. ‘Come on; let’s go home.’
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      Eastern Plateau – 16th Day, Last Third Autumn 526

      Thorn awoke. The tent was warm under the blankets, and she felt Keir’s body next to hers. She turned to look at him, and realised he was already awake.

      ‘Good morning,’ she said.

      He gave a half smile, then his features returned to the sombre mask he had been wearing since the encounter with the warriors. She had found it hard to elicit much emotion from him on the second leg of their journey, during which time his eighteenth birthday had quietly passed.

      ‘I don’t want to get up,’ she said. ‘I’m much too cosy. I bet there’s frost outside again, like yesterday. We never had frost in Sanang; it was always cold and rainy, or hot and sticky, with not much in between.’ She paused, realising that she was talking to fill the gaps of his silence. It wasn’t that he was distant; if anything he had become more tender when they were together, and more protective of her, but his love of life seemed to have disappeared.

      ‘How far away are we, do you think?’ she said.

      ‘To where?’

      ‘To the imperial field army; we must be close by now.’

      ‘I don’t know; maybe a few days.’ He frowned and shook his head.

      ‘What is it?’ she said. ‘What are you thinking about?’

      ‘The bastards that used to sleep in this tent,’ he said. ‘About what they were going to do to you.’

      Thorn suppressed a sigh. ‘Don’t torture yourself with such thoughts.’

      ‘I can’t help it. They come into my head and I can’t blot them out. All I can see is their leering faces, and I want to kill them; smash their teeth in.’

      ‘They died in agony, Keir.’

      ‘Yeah, but no thanks to me. When you really needed me I did nothing.’

      ‘You were hit on the head with a mace. If it weren’t for that, you would have burned them all with your fire powers.’

      ‘No,’ he said, ‘I wouldn’t have. I was bluffing. I gave everything I had to raise the flames a little, hoping they would panic and run away. I let you down; left you in their hands.’ He grimaced. ‘I knew the Sons of Sanang were cruel bastards, but I thought the Kellach Brigdomin were better than that. I was wrong.’

      ‘I’ve met many Sanang and Kellach who were perfect gentlemen. There are good and bad in all peoples.’

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘They were just soldiers. They weren’t out of the ordinary; they were normal men put into an abnormal situation. Any civilised behaviour they’d once possessed had dissolved into savagery. Take away the rules and we descend into animals.’

      Thorn said nothing.

      ‘You and I should run away,’ he went on, ‘to the furthest corner of the world, where I can keep you safe.’

      She raised an eyebrow.

      ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ he said. ‘You don’t need me to keep you safe.’

      ‘You saved me in Rainsby,’ she said, ‘when Agatha sent her flow powers up onto the tower; you protected me with a shield of fire.’

      ‘And how many times have you saved me?’ he said. ‘You even brought me back from the dead. I’m not wallowing in self-pity here; I know I’m a killer; I know how dangerous I can be, but you’re a soulwitch; destined for greatness. As a child I craved the powers of a mage, and was so happy when I discovered I could vision, but now? Now I wish that neither of us had powers, so we could live our lives in peace, together; up a mountain, maybe, or in the desert; alone and isolated; free.’

      ‘Fate has other plans for us, stormwitch.’

      ‘Fuck fate,’ he said. ‘We make our own plans.’

      He sat up, and pulled the blanket from him. She watched as he pulled on a pair of shorts and a tunic, before he scrambled out of the front of the tent. She dressed in silence, then sat brushing the tangles from her hair. She had a selection of clothes to choose from again; garments they had taken from the warriors’ camp, She had picked anything in blue, and had spent much of her time up on the wagon sewing and adjusting the fabric into something warm and comfortable to wear. She crawled out of the tent and stood, stretching her arms as her feet crunched on the layer of frost coating the frozen ground.

      Belinda and Acorn were sitting at the entrance to the other tent, in the shade of the large wagon they had taken from the camp. Crates and sacks of supplies were loaded onto its chassis, and their five remaining horses were tethered close by. Belinda was tending a small fire, above which an iron kettle sat suspended from a chain.

      ‘Good morning, sister,’ Acorn said. ‘Cold but fresh, and definitely better than yesterday’s rain.’

      Thorn glanced around. ‘Where’s Keir?’

      ‘He wandered off,’ said Belinda, not looking up from the fire. She stirred the contents of the pot with a wooden spoon as Acorn laid four pewter bowls onto the ground.

      Thorn sat as her stomach rumbled. They had plenty of food, stacked onto the back of the wagon. It was bland and repetitive, but Thorn would take that over the hunger they had experienced on the first half of their journey. The warriors’ camp had held provisions, enough for the two dozen who had lived there to have eaten well for a third, had they survived. Thorn and the others had managed to fit only a fraction of it onto the large wagon, leaving the rest behind for the crows and the feral gaien.

      Acorn dished out three helpings of the almost flavourless meal broth that had been warming in the pot. Flecks of dried fruit and cured gaien meat had also been stirred in, along with some berries they had picked the day before. Thorn picked up her bowl and began to eat, forcing down the warm mush.

      ‘We’ll need to pick up speed today,’ said Belinda. ‘The wagon’s slowing us down again. I estimate we managed only six or seven miles yesterday.’

      ‘Relax,’ said Acorn. ‘We’ll get there; wherever it is we’re going. You do still know where we’re going, don’t you?’

      ‘I admit,’ said Belinda, ‘I thought we’d have hit one of the two roads north by this point. We can’t be far away.’

      ‘There’s an easy way to find out,’ said Thorn. ‘Keir’ll be back soon.’

      Belinda shook her head. ‘We can’t risk it.’

      ‘If not now, when?’

      ‘When it’s in our best interests to do so.’

      ‘That sounds like it could be around now.’

      ‘No.’

      Thorn frowned. She had been happy to rely on the former archmage’s judgement throughout the journey, but wondered what Belinda’s priorities were. Did she want to assist in the war, or was she just trying keep the soulwitch alive?

      ‘What if I insist?’

      Belinda glanced at her, her eyes widening. ‘Are you?’

      ‘I’m just testing the boundaries. If I asked Keir to use his vision powers to scout out the vicinity, what would you do?’

      ‘I would tell you not to.’

      Thorn caught her gaze and held it. ‘And if I refused?’

      Acorn coughed, and nodded to her left. Thorn turned, and saw Keir walking back into their little camp.

      ‘He must be freezing in those shorts,’ said Acorn.

      ‘He doesn’t seem to mind the cold any more,’ Thorn said, as Acorn filled the fourth bowl.

      Keir sat, and took the bowl from Acorn. The three women glanced at each other as he ate; while Belinda’s eyes narrowed at Thorn.

      ‘We’ve been thinking,’ said the soulwitch.

      Keir looked up from his bowl.

      ‘It might be time,’ she said, ‘to ask you to perform a sighting of the local area, so we can get our bearings.’

      ‘You mean use my powers?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘About time,’ he said. ‘Sure, I’ll do it.’

      ‘This is a mistake,’ said Belinda.

      ‘Your opinion is noted,’ said Thorn.

      ‘”Noted”?’ said Belinda, her voice rising. ‘You mean you’re going to ignore my advice, after all we’re been through?’

      ‘Your advice has been essential,’ Thorn said; ‘it’s saved our lives on more than one occasion. However, even you now admit that you don’t know where we are. We could be days, hours or minutes from the imperial field army; or the Rahain. We need to know.’

      ‘It will alert the archmages to our whereabouts,’ said Belinda. ‘All we’ve achieved so far will be for nothing.’

      ‘Trust me,’ said Keir, resuming his breakfast.

      ‘Trust you?’ spat Belinda. ‘Right.’

      Keir didn’t respond, his eyes on the food. He scooped out the last mouthful and set the bowl down on the ground.

      ‘Thanks for breakfast,’ he said, standing. ‘This might take a while, and I’d appreciate a smoke and a drink once I’ve finished.’

      ‘No problem,’ said Acorn.

      He nodded, then strode off, disappearing from sight behind the wagon.

      ‘We’d better start getting ready to leave,’ said Belinda, her face grim. ‘If Agatha’s close, we’ll have little time to run for our lives.’

      She got up and walked over towards the horses.

      Acorn glanced at her sister. ‘What set that off?’

      ‘Nothing,’ said Thorn. ‘I didn’t want a confrontation, but we need to know our location before we continue.’

      ‘So it wasn’t just about power?’

      Thorn frowned. ‘What gave you that idea?’

      ‘I know you, that’s what. You’ve changed in some ways, but deep down you’re still the same Thorn; you’re still my little sister.’

      ‘There have been many occasions when I could have exercised power, if I’d wished to. This is the only time I genuinely believe Belinda’s got it wrong.’

      ‘But she might be correct,’ Acorn said. ‘This could lead the archmages right to us.’

      ‘That danger is out-weighed by the risk we might blunder into the rear of the Rahain army; or run into one of their patrols.’

      ‘Is it wise to antagonise Belinda, though?’ Acorn said, lowering her voice. ‘There’s something about her that’s a bit… off.’

      ‘She’s my best friend,’ said Thorn, warming her hands by the fire. ‘There’s nothing wrong with her, it’s just that she doesn’t know how to put on a false front. Her features always reveal her inner thoughts. I’m not even sure she knows how to lie.’

      Acorn smiled. ‘So you’ll keep her on when you become Empress?’

      Thorn laughed. ‘Empress? What are you talking about?’

      ‘It’s what you want, isn’t it?’

      ‘Agatha already offered me Sanang. If I were only interested in power then I’ve chosen the wrong side to ally with.’

      ‘She offered you Sanang?’

      ‘She did.’

      ‘It was probably a trick.’

      ‘Probably. I’m sure I would have been able to turn it to my advantage, however. Instead, I’ve thrown my lot in with the Holdfasts. My destiny is now tied to theirs.’

      Acorn leant behind her and took a small pack from the entrance to the tent. ‘I’d best get Keir’s requests sorted,’ she said. She withdrew a pull-string pouch from the bag that they had taken from the warriors’ camp and eased it open.

      ‘How many are left?’ said Thorn

      ‘A few. We were right to ration them; if we’d smoked them at your usual rate, we’d have run out days ago.’

      ‘I can take it or leave it.’

      Acorn held out a stick of keenweed. ‘So you don’t want one of these?’

      ‘Are you offering?’

      ‘Here,’ Acorn said. ‘If Belinda’s right, we’ll all be needing some.’

      Thorn took the weedstick, and lit it off a smouldering ember. She inhaled, feeling her senses clear and heighten.

      ‘We should help Belinda,’ she said, ‘and get packed up and ready to go.’

      ‘Wait,’ said Acorn. ‘Here comes Keir.’

      The hedgewitch held up another weedstick as the young man approached. He was frowning, his eyes tight. He took the weedstick, and Acorn picked up a jug and pulled the stopper out.

      Keir sat, drawing heavily on the keenweed. Acorn offered him the jug and he took a long drink. As he was setting it back down, Belinda walked over.

      ‘Well?’ she said. ‘Do we need to run?’

      ‘One moment,’ he said. He rubbed his face, took another draw, then picked up a stick and began to scrawl onto the earth next to him. ‘These are the imperial lines,’ he said, ‘approximately fifteen miles west-by-north-west of here.’ Belinda crouched close by to watch as he drew another set of lines. ‘And this is where the Rahain are based,’ he went on. ‘They out-number the imperials three-to-one. Or, they did.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ said Thorn.

      He continued sketching into the dirt for a moment, filling in more details of the two opposing armies as the three women watched.

      ‘After taking a good look at their positions, I located the archmages, and went in closer for a little chat.’

      ‘You what?’ cried Belinda, her fists clenching. ‘You mean you managed to observe the armies unnoticed, and then gave yourself away?’

      Keir glanced at her for a moment. ‘I’ve learned a few things since the last time.’

      ‘Did you speak to Agatha?’ said Thorn.

      ‘Yes. I pretended to be afraid, and let her rant at me for a minute, so she could tell me all of the things she had planned for me and my family when they catch us.’

      ‘But don’t they already have your younger brother and sister?’ said Acorn.

      Keir half-smiled. ‘In her anger, she gave away the fact that she doesn’t know where Kelsey is. My sister was kidnapped, it’s true, but not by them. I got the feeling that the agent who snatched Kelsey no longer works for the archmages.’

      ‘That’s good,’ said Thorn. ‘Corthie?’

      Keir lowered his eyes. ‘There was no mention of my brother. I don’t think he’s dead; I’m sure Agatha would have told me if that were the case. At the end of her rant, she ordered Racine and nearly half of the army to leave the battlefield, so they could pursue us instead.’ He shook his head. ‘The ground between the armies is flat; perfect for cavalry, while the imperials have dug strong defences along a low ridge. Behind that is the greatest array of artillery I’ve ever seen; miles and miles of catapults and stone-hurlers. Even with Agatha’s powers, the Rahain will take a beating.’ He paused for a moment. ‘Her hatred for the Holdfasts has forced her into making a mistake. The imperial army now has a chance; a slim one, but a chance nevertheless.’

      ‘Was that your plan,’ said Belinda, her eyes narrow; ‘to deliberately draw some of them away?’

      ‘Yes. Agatha’s shock that I was still alive was obvious.’

      ‘You did a fine job for the empire,’ Belinda went on, ‘but at what price? They’re after us, and they’re less than a dozen miles away. We need to move; now.’

      ‘We have a little time,’ he said.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because I led them in the wrong direction. Remember in Rainsby, when I made it look as if I was using my fire powers from a different part of the city? I thought I’d try the same trick, and it worked. I visioned to a valley nearly twenty miles south of here, then made it appear like I was actually there. If Agatha had looked deeply into my mind, she would have seen through it, but she was too angry and impatient. She didn’t check, and so she sent Racine and half of the army on their way down there instead.’

      Acorn laughed and slapped her thigh. ‘Oh boy,’ she said. ‘That’s delicious.’

      Belinda sat, her face falling.

      ‘Well done,’ said Thorn, taking Keir’s hand.

      ‘Yeah,’ said Belinda, her voice barely a whisper.

      ‘We each have our skills, Belinda,’ he said; ‘let us use them. You’re the best fighter we have, and we’ll need you soon enough; though I hope to bloody my Army of Pyre mace by your side.’

      He turned back to his sketch in the dirt, and drew a line with his stick.

      ‘With the right flank of their army gone south,’ he said. ‘We should be able to move north-west into the gap, and then maybe link up with the imperial lines. The battle looked ready to start; it might even be over by the time we get there.’ He glanced at Thorn. ‘What do you think?’

      She studied his scrawled map. ‘What’s this line?’

      ‘That’s where the road from Anamindhari comes from the east before it crosses the battlefield,’ he said. ‘It’s only about three miles north of here.’

      ‘Then that is where we shall go,’ she said. She kissed him, then stood. ‘Come on, we have a battle to attend.’
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        * * *

      

      Keir rode Monty as the others sat in the wagon, pulled along the valley floor by the other four horses. The wagon was lighter than it had been when they had left the warriors’ camp, but the three miles to the road were difficult; the ground boggy and rough. Belinda kept a tight grip of the reins, urging the horses on, while Thorn and Acorn sat next to her on the driver’s bench. Thorn’s thoughts buzzed with the prospect of re-entering the world. Following two thirds in the wilds of the eastern Plateau, she was almost relieved to be heading back into danger. Agatha knew they were alive, and Thorn hoped the surprise would lead the archmage into making more mistakes. She glanced at Keir. She had been so proud of him when he had told them what he had done, and her joy had been increased by Belinda’s grudging admission of his success. He had grown, though it had been a painful process.

      He galloped ahead when they came within sight of the road, his powerful mount flying across the moors. As the wagon inched its way forwards, Thorn noticed a great cloud of dust to their left in the distance. The battle, she thought; it must have commenced. Her heart pounded. Even without Racine and half of the Rahain infantry, the imperials still had to face Agatha. She turned as Keir made the return journey. He pulled Monty alongside the wagon.

      ‘The road’s clear,’ he said, ‘but Rahain forces are only a couple of miles to the west of here, trying to advance. Already,’ he went on, his eyes darkening, ‘hundreds have fallen, maybe thousands; their bodies are lying everywhere. The imperial artillery’s pounding the Rahain, while Agatha’s killing at will. The good news is that she’s on the left flank of her army; the opposite side of the battle from us. I also spotted a farm track that leads north away from the road. If we take that, we might be able to reach the imperial lines.’

      Thorn nodded. ‘Lead us to the track.’

      The wagon crawled over the last section of moorland before they reached the road. Thorn gazed around. The countryside was changing, from inhospitable bogs and valleys to cultivated farmland, with stone walls marking fields, and signs of habitation. They steered the wagon away from the battle for a mile, then found the track that Keir had mentioned; snaking its way between hedgerows. They joined the track, and their speed increased after the pathless moors; the horses quicker with firm land beneath them.

      To their left, the cloud of dust grew larger, and faint sounds of a struggle reached them. The path took an abrupt turn, and ahead Thorn saw a farmhouse tucked away among the high hedgerows. Belinda pulled on the reins, and they slowed. Keir raised his hand as Holdings troopers emerged from behind a low wall, their crossbows pointing at the wagon.

      ‘This is a restricted area,’ yelled one of them, as the wagon drew closer. ‘No civilians; there’s a fucking battle going on.’

      ‘We know,’ said Keir. ‘We’re here to help.’

      Belinda took a ring from a chain round her neck, and jumped down from the wagon, handing the reins to Acorn. She strode forwards, the ring held out.

      ‘I have the rank of captain in the imperial forces,’ she said to the troopers.

      ‘Then where’s your uniform?’ said a soldier.

      Belinda continued walking. ‘Imperial agents do not require them.’

      The leader of the troopers stepped forward, and examined the ring. His expression changed, and he straightened his back, saluting. ‘Ma’am,’ he said, ‘you should know that the right wing of the Rahain army is almost upon us. Their leading ranks have been seen approaching this position.’

      ‘I need to escort these three to imperial command, Sergeant,’ she said. ‘It’s vital that…’

      ‘They’re coming!’ cried a voice from the roof of the farmhouse.

      The sergeant nodded, then turned back to Belinda. ‘You’d best be on your way, ma’am. We’ll hold them here while you carry on. Follow the track for another mile, then take the left at the first crossroads you come to.’

      ‘Thank you, Sergeant. Good luck.’

      The sergeant saluted again, and the troopers ran off back towards the farmhouse. Belinda climbed onto the driver’s bench.

      ‘Let’s go. Quickly.’

      ‘Shouldn’t we help them?’ said Acorn.

      ‘They don’t need our help,’ said Belinda, pulling on the reins, ‘and we don’t want to reveal the truth about Thorn and Keir’s position too early. The longer we can keep their presence a secret, the further away Racine will be when they learn they’ve been tricked.’

      As the wagon rolled down the track, more troopers became evident, arrayed in lines behind low walls and hedgerows. The sound of steel striking steel, and the cries of the injured and dying arose from the vicinity of the farmhouse. There was a whoosh overhead, and a great boulder flew past them, disappearing over the hedgerows to their left. Fresh squads of troopers passed them on the track, heading towards the fighting.

      The wagon emerged onto the edge of a wide field. It was criss-crossed with trenches down one side, with a clear space where companies of cavalry were awaiting their orders, their lances pointing to the sky, and their mounts and riders protected by armour and mail. They were stopped several times on the track, and on each occasion Belinda showed an officer the ring she had been given by the Empress, and they were allowed to pass. Keir kept Monty close to the side of the wagon, and Thorn noticed that he was attracting a lot of glances from the troopers; the sight of a dark-skinned man with Kellach build raising a few eyebrows.

      The sounds of battle faded behind them as they left the field and began to climb the slope leading to a long ridge. They passed through a palisade wall and into a busy fort. Armoured Kellach stopped the wagon when they reached the base of a wooden tower, and they climbed down to the ground.

      ‘We’re looking for the commander,’ said Belinda, letting the soldiers see the ring.

      ‘Aye?’ said a Kellach captain. ‘Why?’

      Belinda glanced over at Thorn and Keir. ‘I’ve brought some guests that might help tip the balance in the battle.’

      A Holdings colonel approached. His eyes scanned the arrivals.

      ‘I’m the commander of this fort,’ he said. ‘Who are you people?’

      Thorn stepped forward. ‘I’m the soulwitch of Stretton Sands, and this is Keir Holdfast, the stormwitch.’

      The soldiers surrounding them let out a gasp.

      The colonel blinked. ‘You managed to apprehend them, agent?’ he said to Belinda. ‘How?’

      ‘They’re not prisoners, Colonel,’ she said. ‘They came here of their own free will, to help the empire.’

      The officer ignored her and turned to the Kellach soldiers. ‘Arrest these fugitives at once.’

      The Kellach captain hesitated.

      ‘I am unarmed,’ said Thorn, lifting her empty palms. ‘You can try to arrest me if you wish, but if you want to win the battle today, then I ask you to reconsider.’

      ‘We have our orders, witch,’ the colonel said, ‘and they come direct from the palace.’

      Keir pulled his mace free and grasped it in his hands. ‘I’m not unarmed. The first person to touch the soulwitch will die.’

      The soldiers tensed, but none made a move for their weapons.

      ‘Why are you just standing there?’ cried the colonel. ‘I told you to arrest these criminals; these traitors.’

      ‘Give us an hour,’ said Thorn. ‘Let us show the world which side we are on, and then we’ll talk again.’

      ‘Sir,’ said the Kellach captain, ‘even with half of the enemy army departing the field, our forces will be hard pressed to hold our lines today. Let them try, sir. Please.’

      The colonel shook with anger, but the faces of the Kellach soldiers were grim and set.

      ‘It was Keir Holdfast,’ said Belinda, ‘who was responsible for drawing away the half of the Rahain army that left the field. Right now, they’re hunting him far to the south, where they believe him to be.’ She swallowed, as if the words were an effort. ‘It’s thanks to him that we have a chance today. Let’s not waste it, Colonel.’

      The Holdings officer glanced from soldier to soldier. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Captain, I’m entrusting these… prisoners into your custody while I inform high command of the situation. I may be gone a few hours; do your duty to the empire.’

      ‘Aye, sir,’ the captain said. ‘Thank you, sir.’

      The soldiers parted, and the colonel gave one last glance at Thorn and Keir, then turned and strode away.

      The captain approached the wagon. ‘Soulwitch, stormwitch,’ he said, ‘what do you need?’

      ‘Let’s start with gathering fuel for a bonfire,’ said Keir, ‘and then we’ll need to get to an elevated position.’ He glanced upwards. ‘That tower should do.’
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        * * *

      

      Two and a half hours later, Thorn and Keir descended the wooden steps of the tower, exhausted. As they emerged from the entrance, a huge roar rose up from the Kellach soldiers within the fort. Some knelt before them, offering their weapons, while others chanted their names. Thorn took Keir’s hand and raised it, and the cheers became deafening.

      ‘Thank you,’ she shouted over the racket. She sent out a wave of well-being to the crowd and they quietened. ‘Victory today belongs to us all,’ she said. ‘The Rahain army has retreated, beaten; but they will be back. The war is not over, but this afternoon may have shifted the scales a little in our favour. Take heart, stay strong, and the empire will never fall.’

      The crowd of Kellach soldiers roared again, and banged their swords off their shields.

      ‘Clear space for them,’ yelled Belinda. ‘The witches need to rest.’

      She led them through the crowd to a low wooden structure and they entered. Kellach soldiers took up position outside, guarding the building without being asked, while others were bringing offerings to donate to Thorn and Keir; food, ale, and even some flowers that someone had found. The gifts were piled up in the front room of the building, while Thorn and Keir were taken to a comfortable chamber with a fire roaring in a hearth.

      ‘You did it,’ said Belinda as they sat.

      Keir unlaced his boots and lit a cigarette from a packet that had been thrust into his hands by a soldier.

      ‘Where’s Acorn?’ said Thorn.

      ‘Where do you think?’ said Belinda. ‘She’s assisting with the wounded.’ She shook her head. ‘The entire army saw what you did today; you destroyed divisions of the enemy; whole battalions incinerated; entire companies rendered lifeless.’

      ‘We matched what Agatha was doing on the opposite wing,’ said Keir. ‘We ground her to a stalemate. She retreated, it’s true, but only because she was running out of soldiers. By now, she will have recalled Racine, and the other half of the army will be on its way back.’

      ‘All of that is correct,’ said Belinda, ‘but you missed my point. Every soldier along the ridge witnessed the Rahain retreat. If you had asked any of them this morning for their predictions of the battle, I doubt many would have held out much hope. But now? The imperial army is Thorn’s to take, if she so wishes.’

      The small number of imperial officers with them in the room glanced at each other, their breath held.

      The soulwitch took a cigarette from Keir and sipped cold ale from a tankard. A thrill of power rushed through her, but not of the mage kind. She could gain control of another army if she wanted to. She had seen the adoring crowds, had recognised in them the same devotion she had earned from the marines in Stretton Sands and Rainsby. If she ordered them to fight, they would. They would kill for her, or die if necessary.

      ‘No,’ she said; ‘now is not the time to widen the schism between the Empress and myself. As we showed today, the only way to defeat the archmages is if we preserve our unity. I’ll not be responsible for the defeat of the empire; I do not lust for power.’

      ‘May I speak?’ said the Kellach captain.

      Thorn nodded.

      ‘There are many here, ma’am, who believe that the Empress made a mistake in her treatment of yourself and Keir Holdfast. There are also many who are ready to declare you the new Empress, if you were to show them the slightest indication that the imperial throne was your desire. In truth, it might be hard to restrain some, even if you show no such desire at all.’

      ‘And what do you think, Captain?’ she said.

      He gazed at her. ‘I would kneel before you now, ma’am. Just say the word.’

      There was a knock at the door and a scout entered. She bowed low before Thorn and Keir.

      ‘Word from the high command,’ she said. ‘The Empress has ordered a full retreat to the defences of Amatskouri.’

      ‘Does her Majesty know of today’s events?’ said Belinda.

      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ the scout said. ‘An imperial vision mage observed the action, and has communicated with the commander of the army.’

      ‘The Empress knows?’ said Keir. ‘Did she say anything about us?’

      ‘No, sir; only that all forces were to pull back in an orderly fashion, before the Rahain can regroup.’

      Keir glanced at Thorn. ‘So no fresh orders to have us arrested? Interesting.’

      ‘It means her Majesty’s willing to compromise at last,’ Thorn said. ‘I think her orders are sound, and they are what I would have recommended myself. Stormwitch, do you agree?’

      Keir said nothing for a moment, then nodded. ‘I don’t, but I’ll follow your lead. We may be the two witches, but it’s you the soldiers love, as do I; and it’s you we follow.’

      Thorn gazed at him, then looked away before she could blush. She turned to the scout.

      ‘Thank you for the message,’ she said. ‘Please inform the high command that we shall acquiesce with the orders from the Empress.’

      She glanced up at Belinda and the assembled officers.

      ‘To Amatskouri.’
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      Western Plateau – 17th Day, Last Third Autumn 526

      Lennox felt a hand shake his shoulder and he opened his eyes.

      ‘Boss,’ said Carrie, kneeling next to him on the deck of the Seablade in the darkness.

      He pushed away the canvas sheet that had been covering him, letting the excess water drain into the sea. The rain had stopped but the cutter glistened in the light from the lamp in Carrie’s hand.

      ‘All the boat-leaders have been summoned,’ she said, keeping her voice low.

      He glanced at the hourglass by the wheel; three hours until dawn. He moved into a sitting position and stretched his arms, feeling the cold deep in his bones. Carrie held out a stick of keenweed for him but he shook his head. He glanced at the small harbour where eight of the marine’s cutters were tied up, and could see motion on the decks of the other boats.

      ‘Do we know why?’ he said.

      ‘No.’

      He tied the laces on his boots and stood. ‘Stay here.’

      She nodded as he eased his way past the sleeping forms of his crew on the deck. He reached the side of the cutter, and pulled himself up onto the stone quay. A few lanterns had been lit, and were hanging from the buildings of the village facing the harbour. The imperial navy had commandeered several of the largest structures, and thousands of soldiers, marines and cavalry troopers were billeted within the small settlement, or were camped on its outskirts. Lennox nodded to a couple of other boat-leaders as they climbed onto the quay, and they headed for the village hall.

      ‘Morning, Lennox,’ said one of the boat-leaders as they walked.

      ‘Brogan.’

      ‘If this is another exercise,’ said the broad marine, smiling, ‘we should make it interesting with a little wager. Your boat against mine.’

      ‘Aye? What stakes do you have in mind?’

      ‘Winner gets to pick someone from the other’s crew; a transfer.’

      ‘Forget it. There’s no way I’m handing you Carrie.’

      ‘Is that an admission that you think I’d beat you?’

      ‘No, but freak results can sometimes happen. Besides, do you really want to be giving orders to someone you’re going with? Might get a bit awkward.’

      Brogan shrugged. ‘Better that than take the chance our boats get assigned to different locations.’

      ‘I understand what you’re saying, but no. I used to have a second in my squad that I was seeing.’

      ‘Aye?’ Brogan said, grinning. ‘Must have been great. What happened?’

      ‘She was killed on a mission.’

      ‘Fuck. Sorry, brother.’

      ‘Look,’ said Lennox, ‘if you and Carrie are serious, then you’ll survive some time apart.’

      ‘Aye, but I worry, you know? What if she…? What if her and someone else meet and…?’

      ‘Carrie’ll wait for you. I’ve known her a long time, and one thing I can say about her is that she’s loyal.’

      ‘You’ll keep an eye out though, eh?’

      Lennox frowned, imagining what Carrie’s response would be to any clumsy intervention he tried to make. ‘Aye, fine.’

      Brogan slapped him on the shoulder. ‘Thanks, brother.’

      There was a bustle to the village hall as they approached, with staff officers and messengers hurrying about their business, while lights shone from most windows. Two heavily armed marines were posted at the front entrance, and they let Lennox and the other boat-leaders pass.

      A Holdings clerk stopped them in the hallway. ‘Yes?’

      ‘Boat-leader Lennox reporting,’ he said.

      ‘Ah,’ said the man. ‘This way.’

      He led them to a room on the ground floor, where two rows of wooden chairs had been laid out.

      ‘Take a seat,’ said the clerk. ‘Your commanding officer will be along shortly.’

      The three boat-leaders sat. Up on the wall in front of the chairs a large map of Westport was hanging. Thick red oblongs denoted the position of the Rahain army to the south of the town, where they had been based for the previous four days; while to the north of the town, a small black circle marked the location of the village.

      Lennox relaxed. Something was happening, but until he knew what it was, there was no point in worrying. The room began to fill as the other boat-leaders arrived. When all eight were present, a low murmur of conversations rose, but it was the usual rumours and speculation, and Lennox ignored it.

      The door opened and three officers strode in; two junior, and one the senior commander of the marines in the western Plateau. The boat-leaders got to their feet and saluted as the officers walked to the front of the room and halted before the map.

      ‘Good morning,’ said the commander, his uniform pressed and immaculate. ‘Sit.’

      The boat-leaders sank back into their chairs.

      The commander nodded to them. ‘Today you will be going into action.’ He gestured to one of his junior officers as the boat-leaders stared in silence.

      The lieutenant cleared her throat and pointed to the map. ‘At midnight,’ she said, ‘the Rahain began a seaborne assault on Westport. Not a blockade, as occurred in Stretton Sands, but a full-scale attack from the sea. As far as we know, the main Rahain army to the south has not yet moved, but we assume that they will advance if the naval assault is successful.

      ‘At least eight destroyers are involved,’ she went on, ‘screening some dozen or so troop carriers. The destroyers have been targeting the imperial vessels stationed within the harbour, and the port defences. Fires have been reported along the waterfront, and there was an unconfirmed sighting of one of the archmages on board the lead destroyer.’

      ‘Evidently,’ said the commander, his eyes studying the boat-leaders, ‘the town defences were deemed too strong for a land assault, and so the enemy have entrusted their lives to the sea instead. It will be your task this coming day to show them their error. You shall depart immediately. Unload anything not essential for speed and action; the winds are favourable, and you will reach Westport as the sun is rising. Once there, you will engage the enemy with all means at your disposal. Board them, burn them, sink them. You will have surprise on your side; use it. Any questions?’

      A boat-leader raised her hand. ‘How many marine cutters are being sent to the town, sir?’

      ‘The entire group here, and two groups along with ten ramming galleys stationed further to the north,’ the commander said. ‘Thirty-four vessels in all, including two-thirds of the cutter fleet. Your group, however, will be first on the scene. It’s imperative that you evaluate the situation carefully when you arrive, as it will be another hour before Major Dina and the other groups reach you. Boat-leader Lennox shall be in command of the operation until then.’

      Lennox glanced up. ‘Thank you, sir.’

      Another boat-leader raised his hand.

      ‘Yes?’ said the commander.

      ‘Sir,’ he said, ‘wouldn’t it be better for our group to hang back and wait for the rest of the marines, and the ramming ships? The cutters are not designed for tackling so many destroyers; what can eight do on their own?’

      The commander nodded. ‘Good question, boat-leader; I wondered if any of you here would speak up. You’re marines, and I expect you to question tactics. I have two answers for you. The first is that Westport might well be lost in the hour it takes for Major Dina to reach your position.’ He paused, his eyes glancing over the faces of the boat-leaders. ‘I can see from your expressions that you think you’ll be sailing to your deaths. In ordinary circumstances, that might be true, but not this morning, which brings me to my second answer. Boat-leader Lennox, would you please come up here?’

      Lennox felt his heart race as he got to his feet, while Brogan shot him a puzzled look. He went to stand next to the commander.

      ‘Boat-leader,’ he said, ‘please go over what you intend to do.’

      Lennox nodded, and took a pointer from one of the junior officers. ‘Signalling between boats will be difficult at dawn,’ he said, turning to the map, ‘so you’ll all need to know our course. I propose that we sail down close to the coast, then swing out here, tack round, and come in from the east, where the sunrise will hide us from the enemy for as long as possible. The Seablade will take the lead as soon as we sight the Rahain ships, and you’ll follow me in.’

      The boat-leaders frowned at each other. Lennox looked over to the commander and caught his glance. The commander nodded.

      ‘Before we sail, there’s something else you need to know,’ said Lennox. ‘I’m a Mage of Pyre.’

      They stared at him.

      ‘We can do this,’ he said. ‘This is what we’ve trained for; now let’s go and save the empire’s arse.’
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        * * *

      

      The group of eight cutters were underway within half an hour of being given their orders. They had stacked up all the items that they didn’t require for the operation onto the quayside, where a squad of marines were stationed to guard it from thieves; then they had unfurled their topsails and allowed the wind to take them out of the small harbour. The darkness grew as they left the twinkling lights of the village behind them, though a low glow was starting to form on the eastern horizon.

      Lennox had briefed his boat-squad, and they had got on with their work in silence. He could see the nerves in some of the younger recruits, though they were hiding it well. He had seven Holdings and three Kellach Brigdomin on board, apart from him himself and Carrie. It was four more than the original Seablade had carried, but the extra length and additional sails of the new cutters required a larger crew. The nerves began to calm as they took to the open sea, each crew member busy with their tasks.

      They followed the coast south, the seven stars their guide. A Holdings veteran was handling the wheel and Lennox stood alongside, the cold wind whipping through his black hair. They had raised every one of their sails - a mainsail and topsail from the mast, and two smaller sails at the bow; and the cutter was racing over the dark waters, their speed improved due to the removal of the weighty supplies that had been stored in the below-deck compartments. The boom of the mainsail was so long that it reached the stern, and Lennox had to remember to duck whenever he passed it.

      Carrie stepped up onto the aft platform to join him.

      ‘A beautiful night,’ she said. ‘Clear. Perfect.’

      ‘It reminds me of the last time we were sailing into battle on a boat called the Seablade,’ he said. ‘Is the lantern ready?’

      She nodded. ‘Can I ask you something?’

      ‘Aye?’

      ‘Will this be the first time you’ve used your powers since then?’

      ‘Aye, apart from a few wee fire animals.’

      ‘Are you going to be… alright?’

      He gazed out over the dark waters. ‘I’ll be fine. The sooner this war is over, the sooner I can get back to Karalyn and the twins.’

      ‘And me?’ she said. ‘What will I do once this is over?’

      ‘That’s not up to me, Carrie.’

      ‘If you say the word, boss, then I’ll stick with you. You and Darine are the only family I’ve got.’

      ‘I’m only your boss on this boat. Do you not want to see how it goes with Brogan? If he’s the one for you then I won’t get in the way.’

      ‘Boss?’ said the helmsman.

      He glanced over to the veteran Holdings marine by the wheel. ‘Aye?’

      The man pointed ahead. A dull light was glowing on the horizon to their south.

      ‘Fires at Westport,’ the helmsman muttered. ‘Might be that the Rahain have a fire mage of their own, boss. I heard that the Army of Pyre had one.’

      ‘It’ll be the archmage,’ Lennox said, shaking his head; ‘the one called Witten. He’s leading the western army of the Rahain.’

      ‘And what happens, boss,’ he said, ‘when two fire mages go up against each other?’

      Lennox chewed his lip for a moment. ‘We’ll find out soon enough.’
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        * * *

      

      The two glows on the horizon grew as they shifted course to the south-east, but while the fires burned at Westport, the dawn’s light to the east soon spread, turning the sky rose and blue. They changed direction again when Lennox judged the sunrise to be a few minutes away. The sails were trimmed, and the helmsman swung the wheel around. Behind the Seablade, the line of the group’s other cutters were now visible, veering towards the same new heading: west by south-west. The eight boats curved in an arc, as if reaching the mid-point of a race, their decks tilting as they turned.

      Lennox walked up to the bow of the Seablade, stepping past the crew and dodging the boom. The bow sprit jabbed out two yards from the front of the hull, and he couched down by it, feeling the full force of the wind; his eyes streaming. The dark waters began to shine as the sun edged over the flat horizon behind them, while a pall of smoke became visible to the south-west.

      Maybe they were too late. Maybe Westport had already been reduced to a pile of ash. He remembered its brightly painted houses, and its steep, narrow streets; if enemy soldiers had landed within the harbour, then a bloody fight would, at that moment, be taking place for control of the town. He shook his head; there was no point in worrying about things beyond his control. If the battle was raging when they arrived, then good; but if it was over, then he would still attack the Rahain ships. The words of the helmsman rattled through his mind. Gorman and Racine had been powerful, but had possessed battle-vision and death powers, not fire. If Witten was a fire mage, did he have other powers too? Karalyn had ensured that no one would be able to read his thoughts, but he had no protection from the archmages’ other powers. He would need to draw Witten out, to pinpoint his location at the earliest opportunity, so he could keep his distance.

      He signalled back to the helmsman when they were in position between the sunrise and the town, and the cutter shifted to almost due west. At the same time, Carrie gave orders to the youngest member of the crew, Jasper, and the young Holdings marine scampered towards the bow, the heavy storm lantern clasped under her arm.

      ‘Boss,’ she said, setting it down close to the small bow platform.

      ‘Keep a lookout,’ Lennox said. ‘Tell me when you see their ships, or the town.’

      ‘Yes, boss,’ Jasper said, and they swapped places at the bow sprit.

      Lennox turned, shielding his eyes from the rays of the morning sun, and the blinding reflections off the still waters of the Inner Sea. The air was freezing, and the crew were wrapped in their warmest winter clothes. He glanced back at Jasper. The young woman had served for a year in a fortress garrison, in some remote corner of the empire far from where any fighting had taken place, before volunteering for the marines. Like half of Lennox’s crew, she had never been on a ship before joining up, let alone sailed a vessel.

      ‘I can make out the line of the cliff top defences,’ she said, pointing.

      Lennox squinted into the west, nodding. Compared to Stretton Sands, the southern fortifications of Westport were almost impregnable to a land assault, their walls and battlements perched atop a high ridge that towered above the river bank on the other side; and mountains blocked any approach from the west.

      Imperial command must have realised that the Rahain would attack by sea, he thought; they must have made some sort of plan. He swallowed hard as he realised that he was the plan, that was why the Seablade had been posted so close to the town, so he could be flung in as soon as any assault was made. As far as he knew, only his squad, who had been sworn to strictest secrecy, and the high command were aware of his powers, and the realisation that he must have been the subject of grand schemes and plans made his heart sick.

      He was a weapon; a killing machine under the control of his superiors. Was it any different from being in the Army of Pyre?

      The rest of the town came into view as the Seablade sped over the waters; the high walls of the harbour, the tall towers of the fort to its left, and, arrayed in lines up the hillside, the streets and houses of Westport, shining as the morning sun struck them.

      ‘There, boss!’ cried Jasper. ‘Enemy ships.’

      ‘I see them,’ he said. ‘Describe their positions to me.’

      ‘Yes, boss,’ the young marine said. ‘Two… yes, two destroyers. They’re screening the troop ships. The other destroyers must be ahead of them, boss, directly assaulting the town.’

      ‘And what about the troop carrier to the right of the main body of ships?’

      Jasper frowned, her eyes peering into the west. ‘It’s heading away from the town, boss, and it’s riding higher in the water.’

      ‘So how would you judge the situation?’

      The young marine glanced at him. ‘The Rahain have starting landing soldiers, boss.’

      ‘What tactics should we adopt?’

      ‘There’s a second troop carrier heading towards the harbour,’ she said. ‘We should attack it.’

      ‘If we did,’ he said, ‘there’s a good chance we’ll sink it, but then we’ll be at the mercy of the two destroyers; us and the seven other cutters behind us. We have only one opportunity to surprise them, so we must strike their strongest point, even if it means letting one more troop carrier disembark. If we can put the destroyers out of action, then we can pick off the rest of the troop carriers unmolested.’

      Jasper flushed, lowering her eyes. ‘Yes, boss. Sorry, boss.’

      ‘Don’t apologise, marine,’ he said; ‘how else are we supposed to learn? Get the lantern set up, but save the fuel; don’t light it until I give the order.’

      She saluted and stepped down from the bow platform. Crouching by the lantern, she opened the steel hatch on the side, and prepared the wick. Lennox glanced from her to Carrie at the stern, a hand blocking out the dazzling sunlight to the east. He raised his hand, and signalled to her; then watched as she spoke to the helmsman. He turned back to the west, settling down by the bow sprit. The tiny specks visible before the harbour of Westport seemed to grow almost imperceptibly larger as the seconds passed, while smoke billowed up from the town beyond, staining the sky of the new day.

      How long was his range, he wondered. In the harbour of Rainsby, the only place his powers had been thoroughly tested, he had shot flame onto boats a hundred yards away; but that distance would put the Seablade well within the reach of the catapults and ballistae mounted upon each destroyer’s aft-castle. He frowned. He would need to do better.

      The keel of the Seablade bounced beneath them as the craft flew over the seas, the sails full. Lennox stared at the destroyers as the cutter approached. He picked out figures moving along the upper decks, and watched as a catapult on the closest destroyer released its payload, sending a fiery ball soaring through the air in the direction of Westport. Next to the artillery on the aft-castle was a large brazier, heating iron balls upon a grid. Lennox focused on the fire, still two hundred yards away. He raised his left hand, reaching out for the hot mass of flame. He strained, sweat lashing his forehead, then touched his power to the furnace, at the very limit of his range. All he needed was a spark, to carry the flames over the fireproof shielding, and onto the vast sheets of canvas sails beyond.

      He grunted, gripping onto the bow sprit. The speed of the Seablade was making it easier, with every second that passed bringing the brazier of the aft-castle closer. A flurry of movement on the decks distracted him for a moment; faint shouts of alarm rose up from the destroyer as he, at last, took control of the flames burning on the aft-castle. He paused, collecting his thoughts and taking a deep breath. Was he ready to unleash a painful death upon soldiers who were only doing their jobs? He stilled his mind, oblivious to the rising cries that echoed from the deck of the nearest destroyer. Some small part of him was aware of frantic movement on the aft-castle, as the artillery was turned, ready to be trained on the advancing line of cutters. An image of Karalyn appeared in his head; would she judge him for what he was about to do?

      He banished his hesitation; he was a killer. He had done it before, he could do it again.

      Lennox flicked his hand, and the flames from the brazier roared up, engulfing the screaming crew on the aft-castle in a torrent of fire, their bodies incinerated in an inferno. He moved his fingers to the right, and the flames leapt upwards, jumping over the protective screening and igniting the lower edges of the sails.

      A spray of water soaked him as an iron ball crashed into the sea a few yards from the Seablade’s port side, and his eyes turned to the second destroyer. The crew on its aft-castle were pointing their weaponry at the cutter. He gathered a plume of fire from the blazing sails on the first enemy ship, and hurled it through the air, his powers at their very limit. The mass of flame crashed down onto the stern of the second destroyer, bursting through the ballistae and catapults. The crew fell, burning, or jumped into the sea below.

      With both hands raised, Lennox controlled the fires raging aboard both destroyers, sweeping the flames from stern to bow; devouring the great canvas sails, and clearing the decks of the soldiers with crossbows that were preparing to loose. Dozens were leaping into the sea; their cries drowned out by the roar of flames.

      The Seablade shifted beneath him as the helmsman turned the wheel, guiding the cutter between the two burning destroyers. The first had begun tilting to starboard as the flames ripped through the upper decks. Lennox released his control over the twin fires, and a pounding in his head filled the gap where his concentration had been. He sank to his knees, grimacing in pain, barely aware of his surroundings as the cutter slipped through the channel between the destroyers. Beyond lay the huge hulls of the dozen or so troop carriers. Soldiers were crowding on the decks, watching the two destroyers burn. Many had crossbows, and were pointing them down at the lead cutter.

      ‘Boss!’ shouted Jasper by his side. ‘We’re sailing into their range; they’ll cut us down!’

      Lennox hauled himself to his feet, ignoring the ache in his head. He glanced back at the burning destroyers, and lifted his right hand. He pulled the flames from the sinking ships, and threw them in the direction of the troop carriers, spraying their decks and sails with arrow-like slivers of fire. Flames took hold of one, then another, as the soldiers on deck tried to extinguish the dozens of small fires breaking out. Crossbow bolts sang out, loosed in panic at the cutter, and the marines huddled down as the helmsman veered to port. Behind them, the other cutters were streaming past the sinking destroyers.

      Carrie appeared at his side.

      ‘Lennox!’ she cried above the noise. ‘The other boat-squads are taking casualties. There’s nothing they can do here; should I signal for them to get away?’

      He glanced at the troop-carriers. At least nine were still unscathed by any flames, and their decks were lined with soldiers, each sending down a hail of bolts at the cutters.

      He shook his head. ‘They’re drawing attention away from us; giving me the time I need.’

      Carrie’s eyes went from him to the other cutters, her face a grim mask. She nodded.

      Lennox raised his right hand again, and began gathering flames from one of the burning troop carriers. There was still so much to do, and he was weakening. Rage and keenweed had sustained him in Rainsby, though he had paid for it in the days following. He channelled all his energy, ready to unleash the gathered flames, when the troop carriers began to part, moving aside to create a clear path. Through it, another destroyer was speeding directly towards the Seablade. Up on its tall bow-castle a figure was standing, both arms raised.

      ‘It’s Witten,’ Lennox cried to Carrie. ‘Keep us out of his range or we all die.’

      She ran back across the deck to the helmsman as Lennox faced the archmage. Flames rose from a sinking troop carrier; flames not under Lennox’s control. They soared into the sky, and a cloud of fire was formed, fed by chimneys of flame from four different ships. A flash ripped downwards, lashing the waters where the cutters were manoeuvring, and three of them were caught in the conflagration, their decks exploding with fire.

      Lennox flung his power at the fiery cloud, and immediately felt the strength of his opponent. Another bolt of flame ripped down from the cloud, but Lennox pushed it with all this might, diverting it away from the cutters and onto the deck of a troop carrier. He staggered, and felt the arm of the young marine next to him reach out in support, her hand grasping his belt.

      Give everything or die, that was his choice. He summoned every last reserve and threw it at the cloud of fire; his strength against Witten’s. Half-blinded by sweat, and with pain tearing through his head, he pushed. Witten pushed back, and the cloud contracted, its tight flames roiling and spinning in a giant mass above the troop carriers and the archmage’s destroyer.

      He was too strong, Lennox thought, almost despairing, then, as if breaching a dam, his powers smashed Witten’s aside, and the cloud of flame exploded in the sky. There was a blinding flash, and a roar that echoed up to the heavens. A wave of energy pulsed down over the sea, followed by a hundred torrents of flame, spraying down onto the troop carriers. A huge gout of fire hit the bow of Witten’s destroyer, and Lennox got a final glimpse of the robed figure before their archmage was engulfed in flames.

      ‘Get us out of here!’ he cried back to Carrie.

      The helmsman shifted the wheel, and the cutter tilted into a tight turn. Flames were pouring down from the sky, hitting friend and foe alike. Lennox raised his hands again, guiding the fire-rain away from the sails of the Seablade, and any other cutter close enough for him to see. He counted two others, then three, all taking his lead, and turning away from the burning mass of Rahain ships. They raced south, letting the wind speed them from the vicinity of the harbour, and Lennox blinked, then slumped to the deck. Jasper held a flask to his lips, and he drank. Rum. He coughed.

      ‘You crazy bastard,’ said Carrie. ‘Look what you did.’

      They turned, and gazed back. Smoke from the burning Rahain ships filled the sky to the north.

      ‘Three destroyers,’ Carrie went on, ‘and at least ten troop carriers. And one fucking archmage.’

      ‘He’ll be back,’ Lennox said, ‘once he’s healed himself. What about our losses?’

      Carrie lowered her eyes. ‘Four cutters incinerated. Marines from the surviving boats peppered with crossbows. Our crew were lucky.’

      ‘I see Brogan’s boat,’ he said, pointing.

      She nodded. ‘Aye.’ She turned to Jasper. ‘Give us a minute.’

      The young marine saluted and withdrew to the stern. Carrie lit a stick of keenweed and sat down next to Lennox on the bow platform.

      ‘You did it,’ she said.

      ‘Did you doubt I would?’

      ‘I don’t know. I wondered whether the weight and guilt of Rainsby would hinder you or encourage you.’

      ‘This was different,’ he said. ‘Rainsby was civilians. I killed soldiers today.’

      ‘Conscripted peasants crammed into the holds of a dozen troop carriers?’

      She passed him the weedstick and he inhaled, feeling the pain in his head clear, and his exhaustion dissipate.

      He glanced at her. ‘What can I say? I’m a killer.’
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      Holdings City, Republic of the Holdings – 19th Day, Last Third Autumn 526

      Ravi scanned the dusty shelves of the dimly-lit store, his eyes picking out a tarnished silver tea set, a horn instrument with a broken mouth-piece and a ceramic vase showing obvious signs of repair among the piles of goods for sale.

      ‘Would you mind me asking where you procured this?’ said a voice.

      ‘Eh?’ said Ravi, turning to the old pawnbroker behind the counter. The man was holding a pair of long metal tweezers, the end of which was clasping a small diamond.

      ‘I asked you where you got this particular gem, sir.’

      ‘What’s that got to do with you? Do you want to buy it or not?’

      The old man frowned over his half-circle glasses. ‘I have an obligation, sir, to report any stolen goods that are offered to me. The penalties I would incur if I were to be found to have been negligent on this matter are severe. Quite severe.’

      Ravi lit a cigarette. ‘I didn’t steal it, if that’s what you mean.’

      ‘Then, sir…?’ he said, laying the tweezers down onto a white, cotton mat.

      ‘It’s been in the family for ages,’ Ravi said, ‘but, you know, with all the shortages and everything since the government fell, things have been tough.’

      ‘An heirloom, sir?’

      ‘Yeah, I mean no. Part of the family’s emergency stash.’

      ‘I’ll give you two hundred.’

      ‘What?’ Ravi cried. ‘No way. It’s worth five times that.’

      ‘Ah,’ said the old man, ‘so you aren’t in complete ignorance as to its value. Which begs the question, sir, if you know that, then why are you in my humble establishment? There are gold and gem merchants on Silver Street who would also be aware of this diamond’s excellent clarity and purity. If you don’t want my two hundred, then perhaps you could call into one of their places of work instead?’

      Ravi glared at the old man, who allowed a small smile to creep across his lips.

      ‘Three hundred,’ he said.

      The old man chuckled, picked up the diamond and held it out to Ravi. ‘No, thank you.’

      ‘You’re fucking robbing me, you realise that? This is nothing short of a crime.’

      ‘Absolutely not, sir,’ the old man said. ‘I have made an offer, and you are free to accept or decline as you see fit.’

      ‘Holdings bastard,’ Ravi muttered. ‘I’ll take it.’

      The old man closed his hand around the diamond. ‘Excellent, sir,’ he said, slipping the gem into a coat pocket. He reached under the counter and counted out coins as Ravi fumed in silence. Kelsey would kill him when she found out, though that was partly his fault, as he had bragged about the quality of his latest diamond and thereby raised her expectations.

      The old man held out a bag of coins and Ravi took it.

      ‘Not going to count it, sir?’

      ‘Of course not,’ said Ravi, a scowl on his face ‘You’re obviously a kind and trusting individual who would never dream of scamming his customers.’

      ‘It’s been a delight doing business, sir. Please come again.’

      Ravi shoved the bag into his belt pouch and stormed from the shop, slamming the door behind him as he emerged back out onto the small alley where the pawnbrokers was located. He glanced to his left and right, but wasn’t paying any attention, his thoughts still filled with anger at the old man. He had guessed that Ravi had been unwilling to take the diamond to one of the city’s more reputable gem-trading establishments, and used that knowledge to fleece him. He paused by the side of the alleyway to allow a drunk to stagger past, then threw his cigarette into the stinking swill of the gutter. He pulled his hood over his head so he could blend in with the locals. For a Rakanese, he was quite tall, and with his hood up could pass for a shorter Holdings man.

      Two hundred would cover all the food they needed for a while, but was nowhere near the sum that Kelsey said she required to start whatever crazy plan she was obsessing over. Maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing, he reflected. Actually, he considered, a hundred would be sufficient for food. Fifty for weed, and fifty for booze, that sounded like a reasonable balance. A smile reappeared on his face as he set off, strolling towards the city’s market district.
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        * * *

      

      There were long lines for bread, vegetables and meat at the market, and Ravi was forced into queuing and haggling for hours as the day passed. Cavalry troopers on foot were patrolling the marketplaces, keeping the frustrations of the hungry crowds at bay. Royalist pamphleteers handed out sheets of propaganda to those waiting; diatribes blaming the food shortages on the empire’s war-mongering, and demanding the restoration of the monarchy to take the reins of the state into a firm grip. The young activists that mingled with the crowds were promising everything to anyone that listened, but their call for no more food exports to the Plateau was the message that had the greatest resonance.

      The troopers ignored the Royalists, intervening only when scuffles broke out, or to protect merchants when their supplies for the day had run out and they had nothing more to sell. Ravi filled his bags as the afternoon turned into early evening. A rumour that a neighbouring market a few streets away had just received a fresh shipment of bread had sent most of the empty-handed crowd away, and the plaza was quiet as Ravi headed for home.

      A young Royalist activist thrust a sheet of paper into his face, then blinked as he realised Ravi was Rakanese.

      ‘Toad,’ the activist sneered; ‘your kind are finished when Holder Black mounts the throne, do you know that? Daphne Holdfast ruined this country when she allowed the frogs in. Lazy, dirty, conniving little thieves; the cavalry will run your sorry arses right to the border; you’ll never belong here.’

      ‘Peace and love to you too,’ Ravi said, his hand moving to reveal he had a knife by his belt.

      The activist looked around for support, but stepped out of Ravi’s way when he realised that no other Royalists were within view. Ravi strode past him, ignoring the spittle that landed by his feet.

      Ravi left the plaza, selecting a back street through the darkening city. Fuel for the streetlamps was being rationed, except for the richest parts of the Holdings capital, and much of the city was bathed in gloom. Among his other purchases, Ravi had bought three new blankets, one for each of them to help against the deepening cold. His shoulders and arms began to ache long before his journey was complete, and he was sweating in agony as he reached the door to a rundown apartment block. The lock was broken, and he kicked the door aside and stepped over a pile of refuse as he entered the dark hallway. Fortunately for his arms, their apartment was on the ground floor, and he rapped the front door with his knuckles.

      ‘At last,’ said Kelsey, opening the door to let him in. ‘I thought you’d got lost.’

      He staggered through into the apartment’s tiny kitchen, and dumped the bags onto the creaky wooden floor. He collapsed into the room’s only chair and lit a cigarette, panting.

      ‘You’re out of shape,’ said Kelsey, kneeling to inspect the contents of the bags. ‘Good, good. Food, wine, weed. And blankets; so you do actually listen occasionally. Excellent; how much is left over?’

      Ravi sighed, waiting for the inevitable storm. ‘Twenty.’

      ‘Twenty?’ Kelsey said, narrowing her eyes. ‘Were you robbed?’

      He considered making up a story about being mugged by a gang of Royalists, but Kelsey always knew when he was lying, and Sable would read the truth out of him regardless.

      ‘In a manner of speaking,’ he said. ‘I only got two hundred for the diamond.’

      Kelsey sprang to her feet, her fists clenched, her eyes on fire. ‘You pathetic little runt! Two hundred? You swore to me that you’d get at least a thousand!’

      He shrugged. ‘No. I told you that it was worth that.’

      She grabbed him by the throat, and squeezed.

      ‘Leave him alone,’ said a tired voice from the doorway.

      Ravi’s eyes flickered over as Kelsey released her grip. Sable was standing by the entrance to the kitchen, wearing the same dressing gown she had been in since they had arrived in Holdings City eleven days previously. Her right arm was still in a splint, and was strapped across her front. Her eyes were heavy from smoking too much weed, and her hair was a mess. She was still gorgeous, Ravi thought, despite everything.

      ‘What did you expect, Kelsey?’ Sable went on. ‘If you send an idiot to do a job, then you have to own the mess they make.’

      ‘Aye, but this a new level of incompetence,’ Kelsey said. ‘Did you hear? Two hundred. We’re screwed.’

      Sable shrugged. ‘Get him to make another one.’

      ‘I am. He’s got about half a dozen on the go, but he’s slow.’

      ‘Hey!’ Ravi said. ‘I’m doing my best. If either of you two want to have a go at making a diamond out of a lump of coal, then be my guest. At least I’m contributing.’

      ‘Aye, contributing to my fucking headache,’ muttered Kelsey.

      ‘Calm down,’ said Sable. ‘We’re safe here.’

      ‘Safe isn’t enough,’ said Kelsey. ‘We need to get on the offensive. If we sit here doing nothing, then uncle Blackhold will end up king. We’re running out of time.’

      Sable sat on the edge of the small kitchen table, rubbed her bleary eyes and yawned.

      ‘Boring you, am I?’ glowered Kelsey. ‘Neither of you actually care, do you? You’d both happily sit back and watch the world burn around us.’

      ‘As long as we’re alive,’ Sable said. ‘Who cares about the rest?’

      ‘We should have left you to die in the desert.’

      ‘But you didn’t, and now we’re stuck together.’

      ‘We need each other,’ said Ravi.

      ‘We don’t need her,’ said Kelsey. ‘Have you already forgotten that she had us locked up in chains for thirds?’

      ‘That’s in the past,’ he said. ‘Each of us is here of their own free will now.’

      Kelsey shook her head. ‘She’s not going to sleep with you, Ravi.’

      He flushed. ‘What? No, I…’

      ‘She’s supposed to be protecting us with her battle-vision, is that it?’ Kelsey went on; ‘well, take a look at her. She’s done nothing but get drunk for days. Even you could probably take her in a fight.’

      ‘As soon as my arm’s better,’ Sable said, lighting a cigarette, ‘then you’ll see. I’m the best fighter in the Holdings, no, the world.’

      Kelsey frowned at her. ‘Was I imagining it when Asher kicked your arse?’

      ‘Excluding archmages,’ Sable smirked.

      ‘My mother could take you.’

      ‘Don’t make me laugh,’ Sable said. ‘Your mother? That old bitch? I’d smack her around for fun.’

      Kelsey lashed out with her fist, and punched Sable on the side of the head.

      The Holdings mage frowned for a moment, raising an eyebrow. ‘Sorry, was I supposed to feel that?’

      ‘Girls,’ said Ravi, standing; ‘please, no violence.’

      ‘Call me a girl again,’ said Sable, ‘and I’ll snap one of your fingers.’

      ‘I’ve had it with you two,’ said Kelsey, turning for the kitchen entrance. ‘Stay out of my way.’

      Ravi sighed as Kelsey left the room, then he knelt down and began to unpack the shopping bags. Sable reached over and plucked a jug of rum from his hands.

      ‘She’s right about one thing,’ she said, pulling out the stopper; ‘I’m never going to sleep with you.’
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        * * *

      

      Tired as he was, Ravi retired to his sparsely-furnished room to work on his small collection of stones after putting the shopping away. He sat, his eyes staring blankly out of a narrow window, its glass pane warped and bubbled; while he gripped the stones in turn, giving each one twenty minutes of his concentration. Though he was proud of the comments the pawnbroker had made about the quality of the diamond, that was part of the problem; he was too good. He needed to stop short of perfection, so he would arouse less suspicion. Introduce a couple of minor flaws, perhaps, or a suggestion of impurity. That way, he would also be able to produce them at a faster rate, up to one a week if he spent less time drinking with Sable and more time working.

      Sable. The young woman haunted his thoughts. He had hoped that following the fight in the desert, she would have shown some gratitude for her rescue, or even acknowledged it, but she was as cold and ruthless as ever. Of all the people in the world to fall in love with, she was the worst possible choice, but he couldn’t help it. The more Sable snubbed and derided him, the more he wanted to impress her, to make her see how much she meant to him. How his sister would despise him, were she around to witness his love-sick behaviour.

      He opened his palm and gazed at the compressed lump of coal. It was starting to clear in places, and he had reduced it to the size of a grape over many hours. He put it down onto the small bedside table and picked up the next in line. It had a red tinge to it, as if adulterated with another mineral. Back in Amatskouri he would have thrown it out, but things were different, and they needed every penny they could get. He grasped it, enclosing his fingers round the smooth rock, and channelled his powers into it.

      ‘Can I come in?’ said Kelsey’s voice from the door.

      He turned. ‘Yeah.’

      There were no chairs in his room, so she sat on the bed next to him. She was carrying two mugs, and a jug of ale, and she placed them on the table, then got back up to close the window’s shutters.

      ‘It’s nearly midnight,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t sure if you’d still be up.’

      He narrowed his eyes. ‘Someone needs to be earning money for us, especially after you made it clear how disappointed you were in me.’

      She gave a gentle shrug and sat. ‘Then stop making promises you can’t keep. You told me, “a thousand”, and you got two hundred. Next time, say, “a hundred”, and I’ll be pleasantly surprised when you come home with more.’

      He frowned, and placed the half-finished gemstone back onto the table; his concentration gone.

      ‘Amid our little row earlier,’ she went on, ‘I forgot to ask if you managed to get a newspaper.’

      ‘Ah, so that’s why you’re here? Not to chat, or anything normal like that. I should have guessed you were after something.’

      She poured herself an ale and lit a cigarette. He shook his head and got to his feet. His coat was hanging from a hook on the back of his door, and he pulled that day’s edition of the Holdings Chronicle from an inside pocket.

      ‘Not that piece of shit,’ she said. ‘Anything but that.’

      ‘It was the only one on sale,’ he said. ‘Apparently there are shortages of ink and paper, and only the Chronicle can afford to keep running.’

      ‘Bankrolled by the damn Royalists,’ she muttered as he threw it to her.

      He sat back down as she scanned the headlines on the front page, her brow creasing.

      ‘So the Holders are meeting for a grand conference,’ she said, her eyes on the paper, ‘to sort out the lack of government. Damn it. Those arseholes will probably vote to make that prick Blackhold king, without putting it to the people. Democracy’s as good as over.’

      He lit a stick of dreamweed.

      ‘There will be no representation at the conference from the River Holdings,’ she went on, ‘or the peasants; just the old, noble Holds will be there. And it’ll be taking place up north inside Hold Terras lands, to ensure no riffraff can turn up. Shit. I wonder if my mother knows.’

      ‘Do you think she’d go along?’

      Kelsey half-laughed. ‘Maybe. With a sword in her hand.’

      ‘She still thinks you’re dead, doesn’t she?’ said Ravi. ‘Your mother.’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘Is that not a bit… unfair?’

      Kelsey glanced up from the newspaper. ‘And what do you suggest I do? Announce my presence at the town hall, and ask that a message be sent first class?’

      ‘But she’s a vision mage, and Sable is too, surely there must be some way to let her know that doesn’t involve the authorities finding us.’

      She sighed. ‘My mother lacks the ability to read my mind; she’s never been able to, and she can’t see inside Sable’s head either, not when I’m blocking her powers.’

      ‘So you believe that now?’

      ‘I have to, I suppose. I mean, it must be true; how else would the archmages be unable to use their powers when I’m close by?’

      ‘But Sable can read my mind, even when you’re a few feet away.’

      ‘Aye,’ Kelsey nodded, ‘and that was one of the reasons I refused to believe it for a while. But that was before we realised that she’s part-dream mage. She must have some innate way of bypassing my powers, if she’s right next to you. It was the same with my brother. He could read Corthie and my father without any problem, while I was in the same room; sometimes I’d be standing right next to him when he was doing it. Again, that must be because he has some dream powers. My blocking skills can only work against the ordinary range of mage skills; there’s something about dream mages that defies the normal rules. I guess that’s why they’re so anxious to kill us.’

      ‘You’re freaks.’

      ‘Careful, frog-boy.’

      ‘An unholy mixture of Holdings and Kellach powers; no wonder the mad Emperor tried to ban them from interbreeding.’

      She shook her head. ‘That doesn’t explain Sable or my mother; or old Kalayne, who was a proper dream mage, and he was Kell. We were the Creator’s first go at making mages; but because he couldn’t see or communicate with us, he thought the experiment had failed, and so forgot all about it and started again. That was thousands of years ago, back when the Holdings and the Kellach peninsula were part of the same landmass.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Never mind. Go back to thinking about Sable’s bum; this conversation’s moved way past your level of comprehension.’

      ‘Patronising cow,’ he muttered. ‘You should treat me better. I may know fuck all about history or politics, but I’m the only one who’s working to keep us all in food.’ He lifted the weedstick and the mug of ale. ‘And these. Work, I might add, that you’re interrupting.’

      ‘Stop being a prick,’ she said. ‘We all play our part, just like you said before. If I wasn’t shielding you, the archmages would have sensed you using diamond powers and you’d be back in a cell, or worse.’

      ‘All? Then you agree that Sable has a role to play?’

      ‘All except her. If you weren’t blinded by lust, then you’d see that. We should get rid of her; she’s a liability, and unreliable. Who knows how she’ll react when she goes up against her uncle, or Asher again. She’s just as likely to switch sides and go over to the enemy.’

      ‘Not if they’re trying to kill her.’

      Kelsey frowned. ‘It’s a risk we shouldn’t be taking. What if she panics and places controls on your mind again, like she did back at the desert? You’d be forced into obeying her.’

      ‘She won’t.’

      She rolled her eyes. ‘And you’re willing to bet our lives on that? Look, she needs us right now, because of her injuries. As soon as she’s back to full health, what’s to stop her putting us in chains again? You saw how strong she already is; my punch did nothing to her. Corthie used to cry when I hit him.’

      ‘Why don’t we go and ask her?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Why don’t we ask her what her intentions are? She might be drunk enough to tell us the truth.’

      ‘Or she might laugh in our faces.’

      Ravi stood. ‘Come on.’

      ‘You’re serious?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      Kelsey puffed out her cheeks and got to her feet. She picked up the jug of ale and some weedsticks and they went out into the small communal room that backed onto the kitchen. Ravi knocked on Sable’s door.

      There was no response.

      Kelsey raised an eyebrow, then her mouth opened. ‘Shit; she’s using her powers.’

      She flung the door open and strode in, Ravi hurrying after her. Sable was sitting on a wooden chair by her bedside, her face pointed towards the unshuttered window; her eyes glazed over. An empty jug of rum sat by her feet. Kelsey ran across the room and slapped Sable across the cheek. The mage’s uninjured hand shot up and grasped Kelsey’s wrist.

      ‘Stupid bitch,’ Sable cried, thrusting her arm out and hurling Kelsey to the ground.

      Ravi rushed to Kelsey’s side. ‘What were you doing?’ he said. ‘Do you want to get us caught?’

      ‘Of course that’s what she wants,’ yelled Kelsey, rubbing her bruised wrist.

      ‘Piss off, both of you,’ Sable said. She leaned over and picked up the jug of rum. Her expression changed when she realised it was empty, and she threw it against the wall, where it exploded into a thousand fragments.

      ‘Answer the question,’ said Ravi. ‘You were visioning; why?’

      ‘None of your damn business.’

      ‘It is if it gets us killed.’

      ‘Relax,’ said Sable, lighting a weedstick; ‘Asher’s not in town. I checked.’

      ‘And what would you have done if she was?’ said Kelsey.

      Sable laughed. ‘Made a fucking run for it.’

      ‘So you put us in danger, what, because you’re bored?’ said Ravi.

      ‘Bored,’ Sable said, ‘drunk, and frankly fed up with only seeing your faces every day. Do you realise how annoying the Rakanese accent is?’

      ‘Who were you speaking with?’ said Kelsey.

      ‘No one. I was tempted, but ended up just looking.’ Her face fell, and she took a draw.

      ‘Looking where?’ said Ravi, helping Kelsey back to her feet.

      ‘The Blackhold mansion, where else?’

      Ravi sat on the edge of Sable’s bed. ‘Did you see your uncle?’

      ‘Yeah,’ she said, ‘but it wasn’t him I was looking for.’

      ‘Who, then?’

      She glared at him, her eyes burning. ‘Would it surprise you to learn that I have parents? I also had a brother, but he… forget it. I don’t even know why I’m bothering to speak to you.’

      ‘Were your parents inside the mansion?’

      She nodded. ‘Is that ale?’

      ‘Aye,’ said Kelsey. She lifted the jug and filled Sable’s glass.

      ‘My mother was there,’ said the mage.

      ‘Is she Holder Black’s sister?’

      ‘No. My father’s his brother. My mother was from Hold Elance originally, before she married into the Blackholds. Queen Mirren was the eldest of the three; my father was the baby of the family, and he’s followed my uncle in everything; his most loyal subject. My mother’s not quite so devoted to the Blackhold cause. I’m surprised she hasn’t left my father by now.’

      Kelsey sat next to Ravi, keeping quiet as they drank in Sable’s words.

      ‘I’m the great shame of the family, of course. They were so proud of me, right up until the news broke that I had been working for Ghorley and the Rahain; that I was a traitor.’ She laughed, though her eyes remained cold. ‘Of course, if my uncle is being assisted by Asher now; if he’s using her help to gain himself the throne, then he’s a bigger traitor than I ever was. I did what I did out of faith and love, while he’s only in it for power.’

      ‘Faith and love?’ Kelsey whispered, frowning.

      Ravi nudged the young Holdfast with his elbow as Sable stared into space, not showing any sign that she had heard.

      ‘It was my mother I almost contacted,’ Sable went on. ‘She was sitting in her room, getting ready for bed. She looked anxious, and older.’ A tear rolled down her cheek. ‘I miss her. She was the only one who was ever nice to me when I was growing up.’

      ‘Come on,’ said Kelsey, though her tone was less filled with contempt for Sable as was usual, ‘you can’t blame how you turned out on your childhood. Plenty of people have it rough, and don’t go on to betray their country.’

      ‘I’m not blaming that,’ Sable snapped. ‘I had a great childhood. My mother was everything to me, and I lived in a big house, more than one, with servants and toys and good food. My father was distant, especially after my brother died, but that’s normal in many noble families. And I wasn’t betraying my country, or at least I didn’t believe that I was. I was serving the wishes of the Creator, carrying out his will in this world, to restore the balance that was destroyed when Bridget and your family murdered the old Emperor and the Lord Vicar.’

      ‘But, Sable,’ Kelsey whispered, a hint of a smirk on her lips; ‘you were wrong. It was the Creator they killed.’

      Ravi flinched, expecting an eruption, but Sable sat back in her chair and took another draw.

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘It was. And now you want to know what I intend to do about it. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?’

      Ravi nodded.

      ‘You’re worried that I’ll over-power you,’ Sable went on, ‘or use my abilities to control your actions.’ She smiled. ‘You’re wondering if I’m reading your thoughts, but I don’t need to; your fear of me is written on your faces. You know what I’ll be able to do, once my arm has mended. Even now, injured and drunk, I’m more than a match for both of you. But you were right before, I am bored; bored of your company, and the prospect of hiding out like we did before has lost its appeal.’

      ‘Don’t worry,’ said Kelsey; ‘the feeling’s mutual.’

      ‘So we three hate each other,’ Sable said, ‘but we’ll have to work together if we’re ever going to be free again.’

      ‘I don’t hate you,’ said Ravi.

      Sable groaned. ‘Really, Ravi, I’d rather you did. Honestly, I’m not a good person, and you of all people should know that. You’ve raised me high on a pedestal, and even though I haven’t washed in days, or changed my clothes, you still look at me with that same expression.’

      ‘I wish I hated you too,’ he said, ‘but I don’t. I can’t.’

      ‘Get back to the point,’ said Kelsey. ‘What did you mean by “work together”?’

      Sable leant forward in her chair, her face a foot from Kelsey and Ravi. ‘We get Asher.’

      Kelsey nodded. ‘And what about your uncle?’

      ‘We leave him be, that’s non-negotiable,’ Sable said. ‘Besides, if my suspicions are true, then without Asher’s help, my uncle’s claims will melt away. Here’s what we’ll do. As of tomorrow, I’ll start training to get back into shape, while Ravi works flat out on diamond production. The coup will probably come any day now; and we’re not going to be ready in time to prevent it.’

      ‘But…’ said Kelsey.

      ‘We have to accept it,’ said Sable. ‘My arm will take another twenty days to heal, and even then I’ll be favouring that side for thirds to come. It’ll also take Ravi that long to raise the cash needed for weapons and equipment.’

      ‘Fine,’ said Kelsey. ‘Then what?’

      ‘Then I contact my father,’ Sable said, ‘and arrange a meeting. Asher’s bound to find out, as my father tells everything to his brother, and the archmage will read his mind. She’ll think she’s setting a trap for us, but we’ll go prepared. Kelsey will shield us from her powers, Ravi will… break wooden stuff, and I’ll deliver the blow.’

      ‘But what about your uncle’s guards?’ said Ravi. ‘Won’t they intervene?’

      ‘No, they’ll stand aside, once my uncle realises it’s me.’

      He frowned, and glanced from Kelsey to Sable. ‘Are you sure?’ he said. ‘If your uncle is on the throne by that point, he’ll not want to give it up, not even for his niece.’

      ‘You don’t understand,’ said Sable. ‘My family would never harm me. Blood is stronger than any other bond, and the Blackholds would never hurt their own.’ She glanced at Kelsey. ‘You, being a Holdfast must surely understand that. What would your mother give up to have you back?’

      Kelsey hesitated for a moment.

      ‘Would it not be better to pick a place where there are no guards?’ said Ravi. ‘We could meet with your parents in a quiet spot.’

      ‘I’ll not expose my mother to danger,’ Sable said. ‘My father? I’ll think about it; we have plenty of time to work out a plan.’

      ‘Fine,’ Kelsey muttered, ‘though I want a say in this plan.’

      Sable nodded. ‘Sure.’

      ‘What now?’ said Ravi.

      ‘Now you get up and fetch the other bottle of rum from the kitchen,’ she said. ‘We have one last night to get drunk before we start work tomorrow; and I don’t intend to waste it.’
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      Colsbury Castle, Republic of the Holdings – 20th Day, Last Third Autumn 526

      Karalyn glanced at the others and nodded.

      Rahain Harbour. Go.

      The chamber within the Great Keep of Colsbury vanished, replaced by a cold, grey, afternoon on the crowded docks and wharves of Rainsby. Dozens, maybe hundreds of Rahain soldiers, sailors and workers were thronging the harbour-front, amid a steady drizzle.

      Darine moved her shield up to cover Karalyn as Shella stepped forward, Daphne unsheathing her sword by her side.

      The Rakanese mage lifted her hand, and the heads of the nine closest Rahain exploded; their uniformed bodies collapsing to the flagstones as blood and brains sprayed their compatriots. Screams rose and panic broke out as Shella swept her hand towards another group, removing their heads in a crescendo of red.

      ‘How do you like that, you lizard bastards!’ cried Shella as the crowds surged and rolled in their attempts to flee.

      A few foolhardy soldiers ran in from the side, and Daphne turned, her sword flashing through the air. Karalyn opened her mouth in shock as she watched her mother slay the soldiers, her movements like lightning. Darine nudged Karalyn forwards, keeping them close to Shella and Daphne as the two mages wrought bloody havoc on the quayside, like twin sisters of death. Dozens fell to Shella’s dark powers, their headless bodies littering the flagstones, piled in heaps, while Daphne’s sword kept her back free from attack.

      From their left a hail of crossbow bolts whooshed through the air. Darine’s shield took two, and she grunted with the effort of keeping her arm steady. Ahead of them, Daphne’s sword sliced through the shaft of a bolt that threatened to strike Shella, while she dodged others. More bolts were coming from the deck of the nearest warship, one of the famed destroyers.

      ‘Back!’ cried Karalyn.

      Daphne glanced around, a bolt missing her face by inches. She nodded, then hauled Shella by the arm to where Karalyn was huddling behind Darine’s shield.

      ‘Wait,’ cried the Rakanese mage, ‘I’m just getting warmed up.’

      Daphne grabbed hold of Karalyn’s hand.

      Colsbury Castle. Go.

      The four women reappeared in the Great Keep. Karalyn flung the Quadrant down onto a table and closed her eyes, her heart pounding. She heard Shella laugh.

      ‘What is wrong with you?’ Karalyn cried, tears streaming down her cheeks. ‘We were nearly killed.’

      Shella shrugged and lit a cigarette. ‘That was the most fun I’ve had in years.’

      Darine sat down heavily into a chair, her shield punctured by three crossbow bolts, while Daphne began wiping the blood from her sword.

      The door opened and Jemma entered. ‘That was quick.’

      ‘We lasted about a minute,’ said Daphne, her eyes on her blade, ‘but there were too many of them.’

      ‘A minute?’ said Shella. ‘I got about forty or so. Not bad for a minute. How many did you kill, Daffers?’

      Daphne sheathed her sword and glanced up. ‘I wasn’t counting.’

      ‘Yeah, right. Course you weren’t.’

      ‘It was a disaster,’ said Karalyn. ‘All that death, for nothing.’

      ‘Not necessarily,’ said her mother. ‘If we wait ten minutes, then return to a different part of the town, then our appearance in the harbour might work well as a diversion. Every spare unit will be sent there, to hunt us down. I imagine the harbour gates are being sealed off as I speak.’

      ‘Go back into that?’ said Karalyn. ‘No chance.’

      Daphne lit two cigarettes and handed one to her daughter. Karalyn stared at it for a moment, her hands shaking, then took it.

      ‘Let’s all take a moment,’ Daphne said. ‘Gather our thoughts.’

      Karalyn took a draw from the cigarette and coughed. Her first in thirds, after she had sworn many times never to touch them again. She shook her head, her mind imprinted with the scenes of carnage and the visceral fear she had felt. She glanced at Shella, who was pouring herself a gin, then at Darine, whose eyes betrayed her relief at returning unharmed. Jemma was standing by her mother, who was looking composed as usual. Shella was a maniac, but it was her mother’s stillness that disturbed Karalyn the most. How could she be so calm, after what she had just seen and done?

      ‘This was a mistake,’ she said.

      ‘How so, daughter?’ said Daphne.

      ‘I can’t handle the killing,’ she said. ‘I’m not built for it.’

      ‘Easily solved,’ said Daphne. ‘When we go back, we’ll split up. Shella and I will stir up some mischief, while you and Darine infiltrate their command centre, unseen, and learn what you can. We need only to arrange a time and place to regroup, and we can be back here in two hours.’

      Shella nodded. ‘Sounds good to me.’ She turned to Karalyn. ‘Can you drop us in right on their headquarters?’

      ‘No,’ she said, ‘because I’ve never been there; none of us have. I’m the only one here who’s visited Rainsby in the last twenty years and I’m sorry, but I wasn’t paying much attention at the time. All I was focussed on was getting myself, Belinda and Calder out of the town; we didn’t do much sight-seeing.’

      ‘No need to be sarcastic,’ said Shella.

      Karalyn glared at her.

      ‘Have a good think,’ said Daphne. ‘Try to remember anything you can.’ She went over to a book shelf and took down a scroll. She walked back to the table and unrolled it, using the Quadrant to weigh down the edge. ‘Here’s a plan of Rainsby,’ she said, ‘dated to just before the start of the war. We can ignore all of the outer suburbs; most were flattened in the siege.’ She pointed. ‘Here’s the harbour. When you landed, you would have gone through these gates here, leading into the Old Town. Which road did you take out of the city?’

      Karalyn sighed and glanced down at the map. ‘The one heading south, towards the Great Tunnel.’

      Daphne nodded. ‘Then you would most likely have gone down here, to the southern exit from the Old Town into the Outer City.’

      Karalyn tried to recall her journey through the town. ‘Is this even necessary?’

      ‘It is, I’m afraid,’ said Daphne. ‘Within a few short days, we have pushed back the archmages. My darling boy Keir halted Agatha’s army in its tracks, while your Lennox prevented Witten from storming Westport. We must keep the pressure up. If we can disrupt their logistics and command centre at Rainsby, then we buy ourselves time. Every day the war is prolonged means nothing but trouble for Agatha; she must already be struggling to feed her soldiers.’ She smiled. ‘It is also a matter of family honour, for we cannot allow Keir and Lennox to take all the glory.’

      Karalyn said nothing, her gaze on the map. Her mother had been beaming with pride and joy ever since Calder had informed them of Keir’s re-appearance near Amatskouri, and the part he had played in the battle there. While Daphne radiated confidence, Karalyn felt nothing but an awful nagging worry in the pit of her stomach for Lennox. She longed for his safe return, but with his powers now revealed to the world, she knew he would be placed into danger again.

      Jemma’s reaction to Keir’s return had been more subdued. They all knew he was with the soulwitch, and her joy that Cole’s father was alive had been tempered with other feelings.

      ‘Glory?’ Karalyn muttered. ‘Killing brings no glory.’

      ‘Stop whining,’ said Shella. ‘Killing will bring us victory. You may not like that simple fact, but it’s true all the same. Now, just pick us a place so we can be off.’

      ‘Why don’t we visit Keir instead?’ Karalyn said. ‘We know where he is.’

      There were a few awkward glances, the only sound coming from Darine, who was removing the bolts from her shield with a pair of thick pliers.

      ‘I’d love to, dear,’ said Daphne. ‘In fact, my instincts tell me to bring him back to Colsbury and lock him in a room where he’ll be safe for the rest of the war, but we must suppress our longings for the good of the empire. Once we have peace, we’ll have all the time in the world, but until then, we should leave Keir and Thorn to get on with their jobs.’

      Jemma frowned at the mention of the soulwitch’s name.

      ‘My girl,’ said Daphne, ‘I have no need to read your thoughts to guess what you’re thinking. Do not fear, Thorn will never replace you; you will always be welcome in our family.’

      ‘I don’t care if Thorn replaces me,’ she said. ‘I’ll never go with Keir again, not even if he begged me.’

      Shella chuckled as Daphne raised an eyebrow.

      ‘What do you want, then?’ said the Rakanese mage.

      Jemma raised her chin. ‘I want to be adopted into the Holdfasts, just like Aunty Celine was. I don’t want to be Jemma of Hold Fast; I want to be Jemma Holdfast.’

      ‘My dear Jemma,’ Daphne said, placing her good hand on the girl’s arm, ‘of course. I have been remiss not to have thought of it before. Consider it done. As Holder Fast I shall make the legal amendments necessary, but as of this moment you are Jemma Holdfast, my adopted daughter. Welcome to the family.’

      They embraced, and Karalyn approached, putting her arms round both.

      ‘Sister,’ she smiled at Jemma.

      ‘That’s enough of that,’ said Shella. ‘Stop before I puke.’

      Daphne glanced at her daughter. ‘Are you ready?’

      Karalyn nodded as they disentangled. Jemma took a step back, and Darine got up from her chair. Karalyn picked up the Quadrant.

      Can you take us somewhere I don’t know the name of?

      If you have been there, or can picture it; yes.

      She focussed her mind on a small street she remembered from her early-morning journey through Rainsby. There had been a shop selling festival masks that had somehow snagged in her mind. She took a breath and looked at the others.

      ‘Hold on to me,’ she said, ‘and get ready. This place should be quieter, but if it’s not, then I’m bringing us straight back.’

      Darine shifted her shield into position, and took a grip of Karalyn’s sleeve. Daphne and Shella placed their hands onto her arm.

      Mask shop, Rainsby. Go.

      The room dissolved and they appeared in a silent, wet, back street, the rain dripping from the narrow eaves. The only light was coming from the sunset over the rooftops to the west, which was bathing the street in a dullish red glow. Karalyn tucked the Quadrant into her cloak and glanced down the empty alleyway.

      ‘Good choice,’ said Daphne. ‘I think I know roughly where we are; I’ve looked over this town many times. That high building there,’ she said, pointing to their right, ‘is Madden’s Tower, where Keir lived, which means that the Fortress should be in the other direction.’

      They pulled up their hoods and set off, following Daphne towards the area where she guessed the Fortress was located. They passed rows of burnt tenements; black, gutted-out shells open to the rain and filled with layers of ash and refuse. A few eyes gazed out at them as they passed a less damaged street, though each door was locked and the windows barred. There were sounds of alarm in the distance, from the direction of the harbour, and Karalyn cursed her mother’s correct assessment of the situation. They reached a wider road, where a patrol of Rahain soldiers were standing, keeping dry under the awning of a boarded-up shop.

      ‘This is where we separate,’ Daphne whispered as they hid in the shadows twenty yards from the patrol. ‘Shella and I will deal with them, then we’ll head up this main road. We’ll draw any soldiers in the area away from you.’ She pointed ahead, at a tall row of battlements looming above the houses and shops. ‘That’s the Fortress of Rainsby. You two,’ she said to Karalyn and Darine, ‘wait until the road is clear, then make your way there. Break in, make a nuisance of yourselves, then meet us back here. No, wait. See that spire down there? We’ll meet at its base in two hours. If you get there and Shella and I haven’t returned, give us another hour then go. Understand?’

      Karalyn wanted to protest, but bit her tongue instead.

      ‘One more thing,’ her mother said; ‘make sure the enemy know you were inside their headquarters. Leave a sign; something. I want them to know we can reach them wherever they hide.’

      ‘I don’t like this,’ Karalyn said. ‘I don’t know if we should split up.’

      ‘A little late for that.’ She glanced at Shella. ‘Let’s go.’

      Daphne and the Rakanese mage stole out from the alleyway, keeping to the shadows. They ran up the side of the road, out of sight of Karalyn. There was a strange, gargled gasp from the soldiers in the patrol, and Karalyn watched as they toppled to the ground, their crossbows clattering off the cobbles.

      Darine and Karalyn waited for a moment, then sped across the road, disappearing into another dark alley. They slowed to a walk, glancing around to get their bearings.

      ‘I’m sorry about my crazy family,’ Karalyn said as they walked along the silent, empty streets, the rain dripping from their hoods.

      ‘I don’t think they’re crazy,’ said Darine. ‘Your mother is the strongest person I’ve ever known. She loses three of her children, and still she carried on. I’m glad Keir’s all right, though. I’d like to meet him.’

      ‘Why? He’s an arsehole.’

      ‘He’s done more in this war than anyone,’ she said. ‘He’s a hero.’

      ‘Why is everyone forgetting about Thorn?’ Karalyn said. ‘My mother acts as if it was all Keir, but Thorn’s the most powerful soulwitch this world’s seen in generations; I think she deserves a little credit.’

      ‘Alright, Keir and Thorn, They’re both heroes. And Lennox too. I’m so proud of him.’

      Karalyn said nothing. She knew what he had done at Westport, and she remained conflicted by the news. It was different from his actions in Rainsby, but she felt terrible thinking about the thousands of peasant conscripts, crammed into the wooden troop carriers, unable to escape while the flames descended, and the water-level rose. The fear they must have experienced in their final minutes alive made her shudder with horror. At the same time, she understood the truth of Shella’s words, about how the war could not be won without the taking of lives.

      ‘Are you going to marry him when he gets back?’ she said.

      Karalyn blinked. ‘What?’

      ‘Make him a Holdfast, like Jemma?’

      ‘In the Holdings tradition,’ she said, ‘the woman joins the man’s family.’

      ‘But Lennox hasn’t got any family,’ Darine said. ‘He doesn’t know who his parents were, just like the rest of us in the Army of Pyre.’

      Karalyn shrugged, wishing she would change the subject.

      ‘Does that mean you are going to marry him?’ Darine went on.

      ‘Why do you care?’ Karalyn said, her voice a little too loud. ‘Do you want him now that he’s a hero?’

      Darine shot her a glare. ‘Maybe we shouldn’t be bickering when we’re working.’

      ‘Working?’ Karalyn said. ‘What a joke. My mother only sent us away so I won’t be there to witness her and Shella slaughter everyone in sight.’

      They emerged from a dark alleyway into a street lit with lamps, where a patrol of Rahain soldiers were gathered. They froze, seeing the two Kellach women approach.

      ‘Shit,’ breathed Darine as the soldiers’ hands rushed to their crossbows.

      You do not see us. We were never here.

      The soldiers paused, gazing around with their mouths open. They relaxed, and turned back to resume a low chatter.

      Darine turned to Karalyn, her eyes wide. ‘Did you do that? Are we…?’

      ‘They can’t see us,’ she said. ‘From now on until we meet up with my mother, no one will be able to see us.’ She began to cross the street. ‘Follow me.’

      They walked through the streets of the town, until they reached a wide, dry, moat, twenty feet deep. On the other side rose the fire and catapult-damaged walls of the city fortress, beyond which lay the old headquarters of the imperial forces. Soldiers were guarding the bridge that traversed the moat, but they were oblivious to Karalyn and Darine as they passed. They went through a high gateway and entered the fortress.

      Karalyn paused in the long shadows of the walls, gazing around the interior of the fortress. There were towers, and storage depots, and a large keep. Lights were coming from windows on the upper storeys, and she nodded.
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        * * *

      

      Thirty minutes later, Karalyn could feel a headache on the way. It had been thirds since she had used her powers to such an extent, and having to shield Darine as well made it more exhausting. She should have taken her mother’s advice and practised.

      She paused, her fingers on the door handle. A guard lay on either side of the entrance on the carpeted floor, sent to sleep by her a moment ago. Next to her Darine stood, ready for her command. Karalyn felt bad about the way she had to spoken to her before; it was irritation with her mother and Shella that had caused it. She would apologise later, once they had done what they had come to do.

      She opened the door and strode through, the Domm warrior a step behind. Three faces looked up from a desk. Rahain faces.

      Say nothing. Do not move.

      Darine hauled the two sleeping guards into the room as Karalyn walked across the plush chamber, a fire roaring in the hearth to her left. Sitting at the desk was a man in uniform; an officer, while on either side stood aides. Spread out over the surface of the desk were maps and charts, and a pile of documents.

      ‘I am Karalyn Holdfast,’ she said, stopping in front of the desk as Darine closed the door.

      The three faces stared at her, fear rent through their eyes. She dipped into their minds. The officer was a career soldier, one of the few left in the Rahain army, while both of the aides were of the peasant-class, chosen due to their basic literacy skills. She considered for a moment, then sent the two aides to sleep, removing from them all memory of her visit.

      The officer gasped as they slumped to the floor.

      Karalyn went back into his head. His mind was filled with rage, mixed with hatred for her, and a rising panic at his inability to move his limbs. She searched into his deeper thoughts, and found a well of contempt for the empire, as well a large measure of fear directed towards the archmages. She searched for a spark of goodness or kindness in him, but grew frustrated at his petty, selfish and cruel ways; the delight he had felt at the sight of imperial troopers being executed; the joy he had taken in watching them suffer.

      ‘You know who I am,’ she said to him; ‘and you know I can reach you whenever I wish. In the city right now, your soldiers are being slaughtered by two of the most powerful mages under the empire’s command. I have a message for Agatha, and you will deliver it.’

      ‘What message?’ he gasped.

      She stamped fear deep into his mind, a blind terror of her and the empire so strong it burnt his confidence to dust. He cowered before her, whimpering.

      ‘Tell her this,’ she said, scouring the last vestiges of hope and courage from him; ‘tell her the Holdfasts are coming for her.’
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        * * *

      

      Darine was silent on the way back to the meeting point, trailing behind Karalyn as they stole through the dark alleyways. To their left came the sound of voices crying out, and flames were spreading close to the harbour wall. The streets were busier, with soldiers running from the direction of the Outer City, and Karalyn’s head felt like it was going to burst from the concentration it took to keep them unseen.

      They reached the base of the high spire where they had agreed to meet, and slunk into its deep shadows. They had a view down the street toward the north, where the harbour lay. Above the roofs flames were visible, and it seemed like half the town was in uproar. Karalyn rubbed her hands together to keep them warm and crouched down, her back against a stone wall as she rested her throbbing head.

      Darine glanced up at the stars. ‘That’s around two hours or so.’

      Karalyn nodded.

      ‘Can I ask something?’ the Domm woman went on.

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘What did you do to that officer? One minute his eyes were full of defiance; the next it was if his will just crumbled away. I’ve never seen anyone look so terrified.’

      Karalyn started to feel regret seeping through her. Darine was right. She had pushed fear so deep into his mind it would scar his every thought for thirds, maybe for life. He would live out his days burdened by an unending terror. She had lashed out in anger, sickened by his base enjoyment at the sight of the executions, and he had paid for it with his mind.

      She put a hand to her mouth as a wave of sickness passed through her.

      ‘Are you alright?’ said Darine, crouching down by her side.

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘What I did was wrong; I went too far. I… I lost my temper.’

      Darine shook her head. ‘Mage Shella and Holder Fast have probably killed hundreds this night; what’s the life of one officer in comparison?’

      ‘I did something worse than killing him; I made his life a living torment. The terror will drive him insane.’ She fixed Darine with her eyes. ‘It would have been better if I had killed him.’

      The Domm woman placed a hand on her shoulder and they crouched in the silence of the shadows.

      Minutes passed. Soldiers continued to run up the road towards the harbour walls, but no one approached the base of the spire. Her headache easing, Karalyn shot her vision out over the town, gazing down at the trail of destruction wrought by her mother and Shella. After a moment’s search, she caught sight of the pair, running down a narrow lane, a mass of Rahain soldiers in pursuit. Every few yards, Shella would turn around and flash out a hand, felling two or three Rahain each time, but the crowd was getting closer.

      Take the next left, mother.

      Daphne nodded. Right you are, Kara-bear.

      Then second right; first left, and you should see us ahead.

      Karalyn withdrew from her mother’s mind, and turned back to the pursuing mob.

      Sleep.

      Over a dozen in the first ranks fell to the ground, their comrades behind tripping over the collapsing bodies and blocking the narrow lane. Feeling her energy fade, she pulled back to her body.

      ‘Get ready,’ she said to Darine; ‘they’re coming.’

      They got to their feet and crept to the corner of the building. Two figures burst out of an alleyway ahead of them, both rushing across the cobbles. One started to lag behind, and the other turned to help.

      Karalyn raced out of the shadows, Darine by her side. They ran towards Daphne and Shella as a horde of soldiers appeared behind them on the road. They quickly formed into ranks, each loading their crossbows, as the yards between Karalyn and Daphne narrowed.

      She surged her remaining powers.

      You do not see us!

      Darine swung her shield round as the first bolts started to fly, and Daphne ducked in behind it, pulling Shella by the arm. Karalyn whipped out the Quadrant, her left hand reaching for Darine’s arm.

      Colsbury. Go.

      They thumped down onto the floor of the warm chamber in the Great Keep, each gasping for breath. Karalyn’s head was pounding, and she coughed, spluttering onto the carpet.

      ‘For fuck’s sake,’ groaned Shella, ‘someone get me a drink.’

      Darine was the first on her feet. She placed the shield down against the back of a chair, and walked to the drinks cabinet. Daphne stood next, brushing down her tunic and lighting a cigarette.

      ‘That,’ she said, ‘was a splendid success.’

      Shella hauled herself into an armchair and began rooting around in an ashtray. ‘Where next?’

      ‘We destroyed stores, weapons and fuel,’ Daphne went on; ‘and burnt down several military buildings.’

      ‘Not to mention killing one or two of the lizard bastards,’ smirked Shella, lighting a weedstick as Darine brought over a tray of drinks.

      Daphne glanced at her daughter. ‘Are you ever going to get up off the carpet?’

      Karalyn frowned. She got to her feet, staggered, then fell into an armchair. Darine thrust a glass of rum into her hand as Daphne passed a lit cigarette.

      Shella gulped down the rum. ‘As I said, where next?’

      ‘We’re not doing that again,’ said Karalyn. ‘It was too… much. Too much death.’

      ‘Isn’t that the point?’ said Shella.

      ‘I get that we need to kill,’ Karalyn said, her temper rising, ‘but Rahain soldiers are all conscripts; they have no choice about being here.’

      ‘So,’ said Daphne, ‘who do you suggest that we do kill?’

      She glanced at her mother. ‘I asked the governor of Rainsby to pass on a message to Agatha.’

      ‘Yes?’ she said. ‘What?’

      ‘To tell her that we’re coming for them. It’s time to go after one of the archmages.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Karalyn rocked Cael in her arms for a moment, then placed him into the pram alongside his twin sister. Both were sleeping; and wrapped up warm against the chill in the mountain air. The gardens of Colsbury Castle were dark and quiet, with the workers departed for the night, and no one else around. Karalyn had fled the Great Keep with the children as soon as she had cleaned the stains of Rainsby from her skin, leaving the others to drink, eat, and celebrate their success.

      She lit a cigarette, annoyed with herself for having started smoking again after so many thirds without, but felt she needed something to quell the shaking in her hands. She had hoped that time alone with the twins would be enough to blot out her memories of what she had done, but their fragility and beauty only showed her how much she had to lose.

      ‘Hello.’

      She turned. ‘Hi, Darine.’

      ‘I’m not bothering you, am I?’

      ‘No. Sit.’

      Darine sat on the bench next to her and they gazed at the sleeping twins for a moment in silence.

      ‘I’m sorry about before,’ said Karalyn. ‘I was angry with my mother, not you.’

      ‘You’ve nothing to be sorry for,’ said Darine; ‘and nothing to feel guilty about either. What we did today will help win the war.’

      Karalyn shook her head. ‘At most it will have slowed down Agatha for a day or two. There’s a lot more that we still have to do, and I’m not sure I’m going to be able to go through with it.’ She took a draw of her cigarette. ‘Back when I first left the Holdings, when I was on my way to work for the Empress, my mother expressly forbade me from doing anything that might put me in danger.’ She laughed. ‘Now she’s urging me to take her into war zones. What I really want is to be with Lennox and the twins in Severton again; hundreds of miles from the war. I’m not cut out for this.’

      ‘That’s not what I saw today,’ Darine said. ‘You walked into an enemy-held fortress, unarmed, and took out the governor.’

      Karalyn flinched at the reminder.

      ‘Not once,’ Darine went on, ‘did I see you hesitate, panic, or even look scared. You made it seem easy. You may not realise it, but you have great courage within you; courage enough to make a difference in this war.’ She took her hand. ‘I believe in you.’

      ‘It is guilt and shame I feel,’ said Karalyn, ‘not fear. I’m not afraid of the archmages; not any more, and if killing them brings the war to an end, then so be it.’

      Darine nodded. ‘There are four of them left.’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘Your mother’s already said which one she wants to go after first.’

      Karalyn frowned. ‘I hope it’s Asher.’

      ‘It is.’

      Karalyn pictured the woman who had killed her father. ‘Good.’
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      Amatskouri, Imperial Plateau – 22nd Day, Last Third Autumn 526

      Snow billowed in the cold wind as freezing rain lashed down. The ground was thick with mud coated with a layer of slush; every night it froze over, but by noon each day thousands of boots had trampled it back to mud. The trenches, ditches and earthen ramparts protecting the city of Amatskouri stretched in a long, wide arc, dug into the heavy, clay soil. The persistent rains had filled deep puddles and flooded low-lying fields on either side of the defences.

      Thorn gazed up at the dark clouds. For once, she thought she preferred the rains in Sanang. At least there the trees would shield them from the worst of it; in the open lands of the Plateau the weather had created a vast sea of bogs and mud, made much worse by the presence of thousands of imperial troopers and local Rakanese militia. The wheels of supply wagons and great artillery machines had churned up the roads leading back to the city, which was lost in the grey haze a few miles to the west.

      ‘This weather might be a bugger, ma’am,’ said Major Amber Holdsmith, ‘but it’ll slow down the Rahain advance.’

      Thorn glanced over at the trench to her right, and then at the rows of militia standing to attention on the mud next to it. Each of the Rakanese had been provided with a crossbow and a short sword, as well as a simple uniform reinforced with toughened linen breastplates. Rain was rolling down their pudding-basin helmets as they stared back at her. Their experience was lacking; their training limited, but they were enthusiastic, and plentiful. From the moment the news of the fall of Stretton Sands had arrived, tens of thousands of Amatskourians had volunteered to defend the city, a great mass of young citizens fired up with zeal. Much of that had been washed away by days of digging in the rain, but Thorn could sense the core of determination that burned within them.

      ‘Citizens of Amatskouri,’ she said to them; ‘defenders of your homes; the rumours you have heard are true. I am Thorn Soulwitch, and together with Keir Stormwitch, I have travelled from the wreckage of the south to fight alongside the militia and troopers that guard this city. When the archmages lead the hordes of Rahain to these defences, we shall be waiting here to face them, steadfast in our will to throw back the invader. Here is where we shall bring them to their knees; here is where we shall crush their evil ambitions.’ She raised her arm. ‘Victory!’

      The gathered ranks of militia cheered, their voices rising through the driving rain.

      Belinda gestured, and Thorn gave a last wave to the crowd, then followed her down a muddy path, the major and their escort of guards a pace behind.

      Thorn breathed into her cupped hands, the cold chilling her bones. She was wrapped up in layers of warm clothes, with a scarf and a woollen hat that came down to her ears. She had forsaken gloves, so she could dispense her powers if she needed to.

      ‘Nice speech,’ said Belinda, as they descended into a communications trench that led away from the front lines. A long canopy was keeping the trench dry, and it was crowded with troopers and militia staying out of the rain. ‘You varied it a little from the last time.’

      ‘I felt after five times it was getting stale,’ she said. ‘After six? I’m just happy to be dry again.’

      ‘It was worth it,’ Belinda said. ‘Even though you only spoke to a small fraction of the forces at the front, enough saw and heard you to ensure that most will believe it. It’ll improve morale, and it’ll quell the rumours that you and Keir are dead.’

      ‘I’m not sure that having to stand in the pouring rain to listen to me speak improved their morale.’

      ‘Don’t worry about them,’ Belinda said, ‘Already they’ll be back in their deep bunkers, where they’ll be warm and dry. The local government conscripted the city’s clay mages, and they’ve been working on the front lines for thirds, constructing brick-lined dugouts and shelters for the forces there.’

      ‘And what about their flow mages?’

      ‘They have none with the power to kill from afar; several who can do so by touch, but they’re too valuable to risk in combat.’

      ‘Do you know what worries me?’ Thorn said. ‘The time it will take to get from the city to the front when the Rahain get here. It’s only six miles, but it’ll take hours to get through these trenches. Perhaps we should move closer to the front.’

      ‘I thought you liked living in the mansion the city gave you?’

      ‘I do; it’s wonderful, but it’ll be no good to us if the lines are broken and the city falls.’

      ‘But it would mean moving away from the government, and the imperial headquarters. They’d think you were trying to set up your own powerbase. They’re already wary of you, and your intentions.’

      ‘I have no intentions other than to help defend this city.’

      ‘Then why don’t you swear loyalty to the Empress?

      Thorn looked away.

      ‘This hurts me, you must know that,’ Belinda went on. ‘If you don’t swear, then how can I? If I do, then I’ll come under the command of the imperial army. The general in charge has authority over imperial agents, of which I am one; in case you’d forgotten. But I don’t want to leave you. If you swear, then I can continue to serve under your command.’

      ‘The marines disobeyed the Empress when they chose to follow me; to give my loyalty to her now would feel like betraying them.’

      ‘The marines are gone, Thorn.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said; ‘I’m not doing it. I won’t give up my freedom. I’ll fight the same cause as the Empress, but I’ll not do so as her slave.’

      ‘Acknowledging her as your sovereign doesn’t mean that you’re a slave.’

      ‘Has Daphne Holdfast sworn?’

      ‘What?’

      Daphne, the matriarch of the Holdfast clan, has she sworn loyalty?’

      Belinda frowned. ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘And Karalyn Holdfast, did she not also disobey imperial orders?’

      ‘Yes, she did.’

      ‘Then why am I being treated differently? Is it one rule for the Holdfasts, another for everyone else?’

      ‘I think that’s different,’ said Belinda. ‘The Holdfasts are the main targets of the archmages.’

      ‘It’s double standards. The Empress knows she can’t control them, so she grants them free rein to do as they will. I only ask for the same consideration.’

      Belinda fell silent as they walked along the narrow trench.

      ‘Everything will be fine,’ said Thorn. ‘The Empress knows I’m here to fight, so in effect I already hold the same privileges as the Holdfasts. Why upset the fragile compromise that we’ve reached?’

      ‘Then you’re forcing me to become an outlaw.’

      ‘I’m not forcing you. Make a choice; swear loyalty to the Empress, or stay by my side.’

      Thorn watched as Belinda glared into space, her eyes full of conflict.

      ‘Would you be angry if I rejoined the imperials?’ Belinda said finally.

      ‘I’d be sad, but not angry.’

      ‘Would you still be my friend?’

      Thorn shook her head. ‘I’m not getting involved with emotional blackmail.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘It means that you have to make up your own mind.’

      ‘But I don’t know how.’

      ‘What does your heart say?’

      ‘My heart pumps blood round my body; it doesn’t speak to me.’

      ‘Fine. Is there a voice in your head, revealing what course you ought to take?’

      ‘I hear voices in my head. One sounds like Karalyn, and she tells me I should stay with you. The other sounds like Nyane, and that voice says I should go back to the Empress. How do I decide?’

      ‘Make a list,’ Thorn said. ‘Write down all the advantages and disadvantages for each choice, and see which column ends up with the most good points next to it.’

      ‘Alright, I’ll do that.’

      Thorn smiled, hiding her feelings. She would be devastated if Belinda left her, but couldn’t show it. Ever since they had met again in Rainsby, she had felt a connection to the strange, young woman, and after what they, along with Keir and Acorn, had been through since, it would feel almost like losing a limb if Belinda abandoned her. She wouldn’t beg, though; never that.

      The communications trench opened out into a large, covered dug-out, lined with barrels, sand bags and brick walls. Troopers parted as they arrived.

      ‘The second line of defence,’ said Major Amber Holdsmith behind them.

      Thorn halted, and waited for the major to catch up to her and Belinda.

      ‘That’s the first mile done, ma’am,’ she said; ‘just another three to go before we reach the wagons waiting to pick us up.’

      One of their escorts opened a canister of water and passed it around.

      ‘The trenches here,’ the major went on, ‘are almost as elaborate as those at the front. If the Rahain do manage to break through, the lines here will stop them.’

      ‘And the stockpiles of fuel for the Stormwitch,’ said Thorn; ‘are they close by?’

      ‘Yes, ma’am. Stores of dry wood have been positioned all along this defensive line. No matter where Lord Keir is needed, he’ll find adequate supplies.’

      Thorn nodded. ‘Excellent, Major. Thank you.’

      ‘Glad to be of service, ma’am. Now, shall we rest for a moment or carry on?’

      Thorn pictured a warm bath and a glass of wine. She smiled. ‘Let’s carry on.’
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        * * *

      

      The mansion that had been lent to Thorn was magnificent; a large three-story brick townhouse on the banks of the wide river that flowed through the centre of the city. A nearby bridge gave access to the government buildings on the opposite bank, from where the defence of Amatskouri was being conducted. The imperial military commanders were also based there, offering their advice and guidance to the democratic leadership of the city. Inside, the mansion had rooms as luxurious as anything she had seen in Plateau City; rivalling even her previous accommodation in the Great Fortress. The Empress had no real concept of how to live grandly, Thorn had decided. She was ruler of the empire, and yet she lived the life of a moderately well-off merchant.

      With money taken from the warriors’ camp in the eastern Plateau, Thorn had purchased a new wardrobe, all in blue. She had paid full price to the dressmakers and seamstresses despite the war having slashed demand for luxury goods. They would have accepted half of what she had paid them, but good work, she felt, deserved to be rewarded. With food and board being provided by the local government, she had enjoyed being generous, and had also tipped their new servants more that was typical. Acorn thought she was just showing off, but Thorn knew there was more to it than that.

      She relaxed into the bath, the warm water enfolding her skin in its embrace, and she felt the day’s toil slowly begin to lift. It had taken from dawn to dusk to visit the front lines; hours of walking through the mud and sitting in wagons, just to speak to a few hundred militia and troopers, but it was over. A solitary lamp burned from a wall socket, but a fire was roaring in the hearth behind her, its light flickering off the vaulted ceiling. She sipped from a glass, tasting the sweet white wine on her lips, and tried to clear her mind.

      It was no good. Her thoughts tumbled one over the other; what was Keir doing? How could she improve the time it took to get to the defences? What did the imperial commanders really think of her? Which dress should she pick for dinner that evening? And, burning behind all of her other thoughts – what would Belinda choose?’

      If the young woman left her side and pledged herself to the Empress, then not only would Thorn lose her best friend, but a signal would be sent to all of the other officers. If Belinda deserted her, would they follow? Many of them had privately told her that they would swear allegiance to her, if she decided to assume power; and some were no doubt already losing faith in her due to her refusal to do so. But if she didn’t take control, and didn’t bow to the Empress either, then what was she? What was her role?

      The Holdfasts offered another route. Their example proved it was possible to carve out a powerbase without submitting to the Empress. Could she do the same; or would it be better to join them? Marriage to Keir would cement her bond to Daphne’s household, but would the old Holdings matriarch accept her? Karalyn had intimidated her on the boat to Rainsby, but Thorn had experienced so much since then, that she knew the same would not occur if they met again. Karalyn’s mother, on the other hand, was an unknown proposition.

      Thorn Holdfast? She shook her head; she didn’t like the sound of that. Better Keir Stormwitch.

      The door opened and Acorn walked in.

      ‘Do you ever knock?’ said Thorn. ‘I’m in the bath.’

      ‘I can see that,’ said her sister. ‘And yes, I’d knock if I thought you were in here with Keir, but I knew you weren’t.’

      ‘Do you want some wine?’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Acorn sat by the bath and poured herself a glass from the bottle.

      ‘Are you here to wash my back?’

      ‘That’s what you’ve got Keir for.’

      ‘But he’s not here.’

      ‘Then no. Big sisters don’t scrub little sister’s backs. If Clove were here, she’d slap you for even asking.’

      ‘No, she wouldn’t,’ said Thorn, ‘she’d storm off in the huff.’

      Acorn took a sip of wine. ‘Yeah, maybe. I’d give anything to have her here now. She’d keep your feet on the ground.’

      ‘And do they need to be kept there?’

      ‘Let me see,’ said Acorn; ‘you have otherwise sensible-seeming officers in the imperial army telling you they’d prostrate themselves if you decided.. decided! if you want to be empress. I’d say yes, you do need someone to bring you back to earth.’

      ‘Do you not think I’d make a good empress?’

      ‘I wouldn’t trust you to run a hospital ward, never mind an empire.’

      Thorn smiled. ‘It’s so easy to tell when you’re lying. I’ve watched you try to do it for years. It’s like applying make-up properly, or knowing what outfit best suits you; in other words, a skill you’ve never acquired.’

      Acorn glared at her.

      ‘The bath’s getting a little cold,’ said Thorn; ‘could you fetch me a pail of hot water from the fire grate? There are a couple heating by the hearth.’

      ‘I’m not your bloody servant.’

      ‘You’re drinking my wine, aren’t you? A favour for a favour.’

      Her sister put down her glass and got to her feet. She walked to the hearth and out of Thorn’s sight.

      ‘I notice you haven’t denied lying,’ said the soulwitch.

      ‘Give me a break,’ said Acorn; ‘do you really expect me to tell my little sister that I think she’d be a good ruler of the world?’

      ‘Would you stand by me?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘If anything happened which led to me being in a position of power, and I’m not talking about leading a small army again, or governing a town, I’m talking about real power; would you stand by me?’

      Acorn returned with a bucket, and walked to the far end of the bath.

      ‘I never know when you’re being serious,’ she said, tipping the bucket into the water.

      Thorn felt the temperature by her toes rise. ‘Lovely,’ she said. ‘Thank you. I’m still in want of an answer though.’

      ‘Why?’ said Acorn. ‘Why is it important to you if I stick around when you become a queen, or whatever?’

      ‘Because I love you.’

      Her sister started to laugh.

      ‘You, Keir, and Belinda,’ Thorn said, ‘have become the most important people in my life. We’ve been through so much together, and no one else will come close to understanding the things that have happened to us. Ever since we left Greyfalls Deepen, our lives have changed, and they’ve changed together. We’re bound to each other, sister, and I value your company, and your advice; and just knowing you’re there. The day we lost Clove was the worst of my life, and then to discover that our mother had been taken to Rahain… you’re all I have left.’

      Acorn sat back down on the chair and picked up her glass of wine. ‘Of course I’ll stand by you, sister,’ she said, taking a drink.

      Thorn smiled.

      ‘Do you think she’s still alive?’ said Acorn. ‘Mother?’

      ‘Agatha said she was.’

      ‘What?’ cried Acorn. ‘You never said anything about this.’

      ‘Did I not? Shit, sorry. It happened when Stretton Sands was attacked.’

      ‘Yeah,’ said Acorn, frowning. ‘I remember you telling me that she’d offered you Sanang.’

      Thorn sat up in the bath so she could get a better view of Acorn. ‘Agatha told me that if I wanted to see mother again I had to submit to her. She might have been lying, but if Sable took mother to Rahain, it would make sense that the archmages would find out I was her daughter.’

      ‘So you could have had Sanang, and our mother back?’

      ‘Yes, or so they claimed. Why, do you think I should have accepted?’

      Acorn remained silent for a moment. ‘No.’

      ‘Then why are we arguing?’

      ‘We’re not arguing; I’m just annoyed that you didn’t tell me.’

      ‘I forgot.’

      ‘No, you didn’t. You were worried about what I’d say. You thought I might have been tempted to accept the offer. You still don’t really trust me, do you?’

      ‘I trust you,’ Thorn said.

      ‘Yeah? Then why didn’t you tell me?’

      ‘I didn’t want to upset you; I was trying to protect you.’

      Acorn got to her feet, shaking her head. ‘I don’t believe you. You play me like you play everyone else; we’re all pieces on a gaming board to you, judged according to how useful we are in helping you fulfil your ambitions.’

      ‘It saddens me that you think that way, sister.’

      A wry smile formed on Acorn’s lips, then she turned and walked from the room. Thorn cursed, and sank back down into the cooling water, her bath ruined.
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        * * *

      

      ‘I could do with some assistance,’ Thorn said, her hands trying to reach the clasps on the back of her dress.

      Keir remained where he was, his eyes fixed on the flames in the hearth, a cigarette hanging from his mouth.

      ‘A little help, Stormwitch?’ she said, a bit louder.

      He blinked and turned. His eyes gazed at her for a moment then he got up from the armchair and walked towards her.

      ‘Thanks’ she said, turning away from him.

      His fingers touched her back as they felt for the dress clasps, and she breathed in as the dress was fastened round her torso. She had lost weight on the journey from Stretton Sands, and the dress was a little loose in places. To fix it, her choice was to eat more or adjust the seams, and she smiled at the prospect of eating as much as she wanted for once, instead of always worrying about her figure.

      ‘You were in a world of your own,’ she said, his fingers nearing the back of her neck. ‘What were you thinking about? Did Calder have anything interesting to say?’

      ‘He did. I have a lot to tell you.’

      ‘Makes a change. Start at the beginning. Pour me a drink first.’

      She turned as he finished, and caught his eyes. He was looking at her in that way he did, as if he wanted to rip her dress off and carry her to the bed.

      ‘Wine, please,’ she said.

      He nodded, and walked to the dressing table, where an opened bottle of wine was sitting.

      ‘I spoke to my mother,’ he said, filling two glasses.

      ‘When; just now?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘That’s not starting at the beginning.’

      ‘Calder’s been speaking to her regularly, apparently. He told her I was alive a few days ago, and they were in contact again yesterday.’

      ‘Where is she?’

      ‘Colsbury Castle. Calder doesn’t know, but she told me herself.’

      ‘The name doesn’t mean anything to me.’

      ‘It’s an old royal palace, on a little island in the Barrier Mountains. I’ve never been there, but it was where the kings and queens of the Holdings would go to escape the summer heat.’

      ‘So it’s Queen Daphne Holdfast now, is it?’

      A hint of a smile crossed his lips as he walked over. He passed a glass to Thorn and lit another cigarette. ‘My sister Karalyn is there, along with her twins. The father is a fire mage. His name’s Lennox.’

      Her eyes widened. ‘Lennox? I knew a Lennox, but he was in the Army of Pyre.’

      ‘So was this Lennox.’

      ‘A fire mage? Shit, it must be him.’ She took a seat, her thoughts racing. ‘They must have met after he fled Stretton Sands. Was she looking for a mage to have children with?’

      ‘I didn’t ask,’ he said, standing by the fireplace. ‘My mother also mentioned that he was the one who burnt the Rahain troop carriers off Westport, the day after we fought the battle here.’

      ‘I thought the new marines were responsible for that?’

      ‘They were. Lennox is one of them.’

      ‘From the Army of Pyre to the imperial marines? Did I ever tell you that he saved my life in Stretton Sands? Well, he tried. But he also slaughtered hundreds in the harbour at Rainsby, when my sisters and I were captured. Karalyn must have read his mind; she must know this.’

      ‘Was he the butcher of Rainsby? My mother missed that part out.’ He shook his head. ‘And now he’s on our side?’

      ‘He’s under the protection of the Holdfasts,’ said Thorn. ‘If the Empress hanged him for war crimes, then Daphne and Karalyn might change their minds about helping her fight the Rahain.’

      Keir pursed his lips. ‘Maybe. My mother’s not stupid; she spoke highly of him; she wouldn’t have done that if she had any doubts about his loyalty.’

      ‘Yes, but is he loyal to the empire or the Holdfasts?’

      ‘He’s the father of Karalyn’s twins.’

      ‘Indeed he is.’

      ‘My mother’s also been busy,’ he said. ‘Two days ago she, my sister and a flow mage went to Rainsby, and burned down half of the supply depot based there.’

      ‘What do you mean they “went” to Rainsby? By boat?’

      ‘No, they have something. My mother was vague, but she has something that allows them to travel quickly.’

      ‘Winged gaien?’

      ‘Even faster than that.’

      She frowned.

      ‘Calder knows about it too,’ continued Keir, ‘but that part of his memory’s been shielded by Karalyn; not that he realises, and I couldn’t find out any more. Anyway, the Empress is apparently delighted at what my mother did in Rainsby. That’s three victories in a row. Calder said that he thinks the course of the war has turned in our favour, with us protecting the east, Lennox the west, and my mother able to strike at will behind enemy lines. The flow mage that went with them is an old friend of my mother’s. She can kill from a distance, like you, and frequently has, if the stories she used to tell us when we were younger are true.’

      ‘Holder Fast has grown powerful indeed,’ Thorn said. ‘She has attracted a fire mage, a flow mage and a soulwitch to her family. It sounds like she’s making a bid for the throne.’

      ‘Is that all you ever think about?’ he said, frowning. ‘Power and ambition?’

      ‘No, but it’s what I’m thinking about right now.’

      He shook his head and drank from his glass.

      Thorn tried to imagine what Daphne Holdfast looked like. A shorter version of Karalyn, most likely. With three young grandchildren, she was establishing a dynasty of mages, and if Thorn were to join the Holdfasts then the Empress would be powerless to hinder her. She glanced at Keir. Should she bring up marriage?

      Thorn smiled. ‘And how is your own son, Cole?’

      ‘Fine.’

      ‘How old is he now?’

      ‘One year, four thirds.’

      ‘Can he walk yet?’

      He shrugged.

      ‘Are you not curious at all?’

      ‘No, not really.’

      ‘But he’s your son.’

      ‘One I’ll never meet.’

      ‘But you should; meet him, I mean. Keir, you can’t go through life without knowing the child that you helped create. He’s still young, there’s plenty of time to be a father to him.’

      ‘I’m his father in name only.’

      ‘But he’s your blood; don’t you care?’

      He glanced at her. ‘I’ve conditioned myself not to. If I can’t have children with you, then I never want you to feel as if I have another family, separate from what I share with you. If I saw my son, and grew to love him, then I would be hurting you at the same time. I won’t do it.’

      ‘Oh Keir, my darling,’ she said, suppressing a tear, ‘thank you, but I don’t want you to miss out on being a parent on my behalf. I can feel a wave of guilt already begin to wash over me. We can work something out.’ She paused for a moment, her thoughts racing ahead of her words. ‘Have you considered that we might adopt Cole? After all, didn’t you tell me that the mother was from a family of farm workers?’

      He frowned. ‘Not any more.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Jemma’s now a full member of the Holdfasts,’ Keir said. ‘My mother has officially adopted her; technically she’s my sister now, which feels more than a little odd, to be honest.’

      ‘Daphne adopted her?’ Thorn said, her heart sinking like lead.

      ‘Yeah. She’s Jemma Holdfast now, with the same legal rights as me or Kelsey.’

      Thorn’s eyes dropped. ‘You mother hates me.’

      ‘What? My mother doesn’t know you. I don’t think what’s happened to Jemma is connected to you.’

      ‘No?’ A bitter laugh escaped from her lips as she got to her feet. ‘Holder Fast is a clever woman; she knew what she was doing. She was telling Jemma that her position is secure, binding her to the family, and that includes Cole, too. She’s already planning her grandson’s future; one that doesn’t involve us.’

      ‘I think you’re reading too much into it.’

      She shot him a look.

      ‘What?’

      ‘If it came to it, Keir,’ she said, ‘who would you choose; me or the Holdfasts?’

      ‘You,’ he said without hesitation. ‘Always.’

      She approached him, and raised her hand, her fingertips tracing a light path down his cheek. She lifted her face and they kissed, Keir’s arm going round her waist.

      ‘Marry me,’ she said.

      His eyes narrowed for a second. ‘Why, so you can become a Holdfast too?’

      ‘No,’ she said, ‘because I love you.’

      ‘Then yes,’ he cried, lifting her off her feet and grinning, for the first time in a long while.

      She laughed. ‘We should do it soon.’

      ‘Why not now?’ he said. ‘Imperial agents have the power to marry; we can get Belinda to do it.’ He put her down. ‘Wait here; I’ll fetch Belinda and Acorn. And we’ll need rings.’ He kissed her. ‘I’ll be back soon.’

      He ran from the room, the door swinging closed behind him. Thorn turned, her gaze resting on the fire blazing in the hearth.

      Marriage.

      She sipped her wine and smiled.
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      Inner Sea – 29th Day, Last Third Autumn 526

      ‘That’s the last of them, boss,’ said Carrie, her crossbow pointing at the eight Rakanese sailors huddled in the bottom of the rowing boat; the high swell causing its shallow keel to buck up and down in the water.

      ‘Do they have any supplies?’ Lennox said.

      ‘We gave them enough for a couple of days,’ said Carrie; ‘after that they’re on their own. We’re not a charity, and it’ll teach the greedy bastards a lesson.’

      The bow of the Seablade dipped, and a spray of cold water struck the side of the cutter. Secured by ropes to their stern sat the small merchant galley that they had apprehended in the act of carrying war supplies to the Rahain forces besieging Westport. Their crew had been marched at the point of a crossbow onto a lifeboat, while the craft had been looted by the marines, until every compartment and hold on the Seablade had been filled.

      ‘Cut it loose,’ he said, and Carrie shouted up to the aft platform.

      Marines removed the ropes linking the two ships together, and pushed the galley away with poles.

      ‘Move us away,’ Lennox said. ‘Tow the crew.’

      ‘Aye, boss,’ she said.

      Carrie ran up the tilting deck towards the helmsman, who was gripping the wheel in the strong wind, his legs braced. She spoke in his ear, then ordered the mainsail to be trimmed, and the Seablade began moving to the south-west, away from the drifting galley. The ropes leading to the rowing boat went taut, and the smaller craft was pulled along behind the cutter; its eight Rakanese occupants cramming its benches.

      Lennox nodded to Jasper, and the young marine tended the storm lantern.

      ‘It’s ready, boss,’ she said.

      He waited until they were fifty yards away, then lifted his hand, drawing fuel from the lantern until he had a compressed ball of fire the size of an apple hovering above his palm. He flicked his hand, and the fire ball soared through the air; its direction and speed under his control, to prevent the wind from carrying it away. The ball of fire struck the galley’s large mainsail, and Lennox encouraged the flames to spread onto the rigging, and the mast. The fire answered his summons eagerly, as if hungry to devour the galley, and he drove the flames down onto the deck. The rain sizzled and spat as the ship burned, sending thick plumes of dark smoke up into the cloudy sky. A great explosion erupted from the bow of the galley, and flames tore through the planks. The ship began to sink, nose first, its stern rising into the air.

      Lennox lowered his hand, and took a step back, sweat stinging his eyes. Jasper passed him a rough towel, and he wiped his face. She then handed him a lit stick of keenweed and he frowned, then took it. He leaned against the deck railing, watching the merchant vessel slide beneath the surface of the waters.

      ‘Shall we cut the civilians loose, boss?’ he heard Carrie say.

      ‘Aye,’ he said; ‘then take us home.’

      She gestured to a marine, who took a knife and cut through the ropes connecting them to the rowing boat. Lennox looked back. The Seablade was picking up speed, and starting to put distance between them and the Rakanese sailors. It would take them a few days to row to the nearest shore, if one of the frequent storms didn’t sink them first. At least he was giving them a fighting chance, rather than executing them as traitors to the empire, as some of the other boat-crews did when they captured merchants carrying supplies to the Rahain.

      The cutters had been patrolling the coastal waters along the western shores of the Inner Sea, from north of Westport, to a hundred miles south of the town; hunting down any Rahain ships, or vessels transporting supplies to the enemy. Only Lennox was a match for the destroyers. The other cutters were under orders to flee as soon as one of the mighty warships was seen, but Lennox had sunk another two in the eleven days following the sea battle at Westport.

      He sensed Carrie by his elbow.

      ‘What did we get from the galley?’ he said.

      ‘Money,’ she said, ‘boots, swords, crossbows, heating oil, cheap brandy, salt… Quite a haul. We left behind crates of catapult parts, barrels of pig fat, and several dozen sacks of rye flour. It was a shame to see all that burn.’

      ‘Better it burns than ends up in the hands of the Rahain. Soon, the weather will be too bad for any merchant ship to sail in, and Witten’s army will be starving by the time the winter’s snow starts to fall.’

      ‘Things are bad in Westport, too,’ she said. ‘Food’s scarce, and the soldiers are exhausted from the constant Rahain assaults. One of Witten’s fire balls razed half of the Holdings district to the ground, and dozens are now homeless.’

      ‘I wish he’d come back out to sea.’

      ‘Not if he knows you’re out here, hunting him.’

      ‘Maybe I should go to him.’

      ‘What, and disobey orders?’ she said. ‘You are exactly where the imperial commanders want you to be, doing what they want you to do.’

      He nodded, his eyes on the grey horizon. In the distance he caught the darker line of the coast, ahead of them and to the left. Three hours, he reckoned, maybe four, before they reached the small port where they were based. They returned every few days to rest and resupply, before sailing out again. With the weather worsening, Lennox wondered if they were coming back from their final trip. Already, the storms out in the middle of the Inner Sea were preventing anything from sailing, and the safer coastal waters were getting riskier by the day. The cutters were light and sleek, and could cope with high swells, but a storm risked the mast breaking, which would leave the Seablade dead in the water.

      The coast inched its way closer as the hours passed. The marines stalked the wind and spray-swept deck, keeping the Seablade on course. They passed another cutter, out on patrol, and the two boats signalled to each other with the shuttered lanterns attached to their sterns.

      Lennox spotted the harbour with an hour of light remaining, and ordered full speed to the crew. Every sail was turned to the wind, and the vessel ploughed through the rough waters, its bow rising and falling with each swell; the masts and deck creaking.

      They slowed as they approached the harbour’s long, enclosing piers, and Lennox walked to stand by the helmsman as the mainsail was lowered. Imperial troopers were guarding the small turrets at the end of each pier, and Carrie signalled to them as they passed into the calmer waters of the harbour. Several cutters were tied up alongside the jetties, along with larger supply vessels and a ramming galley. The helmsman brought the Seablade to a slow crawl, and guided the cutter down one of the short channels between the jetties. Dock workers were assembling up on the stone walkway, gathering ropes as the Seablade pulled alongside. The side of the cutter bumped against the jetty and within seconds, the boat had been secured at the bow and stern.

      ‘Welcome back, boat-leader,’ called down someone with a Holdings accent.

      Lennox glanced up. ‘Captain,’ he saluted. He grabbed hold of a rope ladder that one of the dock workers had fixed to the side of the jetty and climbed up.

      ‘You’re several hours later than expected, boat-leader.’

      ‘Aye,’ he said, leaning over to help Carrie up on to the jetty. ‘Came across a merchant ship running supplies for the Rahain. Stopped to board and sink it, though we’re going to need a wagon to unload what we managed to salvage.’

      The captain nodded. ‘The commander of the marines is waiting to speak with you. I shall go and tell him that you’ve arrived. Please be no more than ten minutes behind me.’

      Lennox saluted. ‘Aye, sir.’

      Carrie shook her head. ‘Looks like you’re getting no rest.’

      ‘Neither are you,’ he said. ‘I’m going to need all of the material we confiscated taken off the Seablade and handed over to the quartermaster’s office. Minus a bottle or two of brandy for the crew, and one for me; and something for yourself.’

      Her eyes lit up.

      He shook his head. ‘Just make sure at least half of it’s handed in.’ He stretched. ‘I can’t wait to have a bath and a shave; my clothes are sticking to me. I’m going to stink the commander’s office out.’

      ‘He’s been waiting hours to speak to you,’ she said. ‘Sounds like it’s important.’

      ‘I’d best get on with it, then,’ he said. ‘Make sure that lot get cleaned up and have something to eat before they start drinking; after they’ve taken the wagon to the quartermaster’s and secured the Seablade for the night.’

      Carrie smiled. ‘We’ll save you a seat in the tavern.’

      Lennox turned and walked along the jetty, stepping past workers and stacks of crates. He reached the main quay and saw Brogan stride towards him.

      ‘All back safe and sound?’ the Brig man asked.

      ‘Carrie’s fine, aye,’ Lennox said.

      ‘Thank Pyre, I was starting to get a bit worried when you were so late.’

      ‘Ambushed a Rakanese-crewed merchant galley,’ he said; ‘picked up a ton of stuff. If you ask nicely, I’m sure Carrie’ll find something for you.’

      ‘You left her in charge of distribution?’

      ‘I told her make sure she hands over half to the quartermaster.’

      ‘Perks of being a fire mage, eh? Carrie’ll be the most popular marine in town tonight. So, where are you off to?’

      ‘Commander wants me.’

      ‘We already debriefed him about the raid,’ Brogan said. ‘We arrived in time for lunch. We waited for a bit, then once it was clear you weren’t coming in for a while we were dismissed for the rest of the day.’

      Lennox nodded. ‘See you in the tavern later.’

      Brogan grinned and headed off down the jetty. The harbour front was busy in the late afternoon light. A couple of lamps had already been lit; the sunset hidden by a great bank of cloud. Lennox crossed the square and entered the village hall, where a clerk led him to an upstairs office.

      Conscious of his weather-beaten uniform and rough appearance, he strode into the warm room, where the commander was sitting by the hearth, a book in his hands and a glass of rum resting on a small table next to the deep armchair.

      He rose as Lennox saluted.

      ‘Good evening, boat-leader,’ he said.

      ‘Sir. Apologies for not getting cleaned up, but I understood it was urgent.’

      ‘I’m still to ride north tonight,’ the commander said. ‘To deliver your orders I’ve had to delay my journey.’

      ‘Sorry, sir.’

      ‘The captain said you intercepted a merchant galley?’

      ‘Aye, sir. Rakanese-crewed; coming up from the south. It was sunk as ordered.’

      ‘Good job. I’m surprised to find one out so late in the year.’

      ‘Aye, sir. I doubt many more will brave it.’

      ‘Which is why imperial command feels the time is right to reassign you, boat-leader. The battle for Westport will be fought in the heights to the west of the town, not at sea, not after you destroyed their fleet of troop-carriers. Your skills would be better deployed elsewhere.’

      Lennox nodded.

      ‘Drink?’ said the commander. He turned and walked back to the armchair, picking up the bottle of brandy.

      Lennox frowned, and followed him as he poured a measure into a spare glass.

      ‘I promised myself one for the journey,’ the commander said, ‘to fortify myself from the cold.’ He handed the newly-filled glass to Lennox.

      ‘Thank you, sir.’

      The commander took a sip from his own glass and lit a cigarette.

      ‘Command feels,’ he said, ‘that the next major assault will be on Amatskouri. The destroyer fleet operating in the eastern waters of the Inner Sea has been protecting the convoys making their way along the coast from Rainsby, past Stretton Sands, and up to where Agatha has based her army. We need you to disrupt this flow of supplies, just as you successfully managed to do for Westport.’

      ‘But if I leave, sir,’ said Lennox, ‘won’t Witten attack when he finds out I’ve gone?’

      The commander frowned. ‘Amatskouri is the priority. A third of a million civilians live there. Westport is strategically important, but the lives in Amatskouri outweigh all other considerations. The Empress has ordered it so.’

      ‘The Empress?’

      ‘Yes, she called for you personally.’

      Lennox smiled before he could stop himself.

      The commander nodded. ‘You’re right to be proud, son. Your actions have caught the attention of the palace, and I hear rumours that your name’s being sung by drunks in the imperial harbour in Plateau City. But the job’s only half-done. You are to sail at dawn the day after tomorrow, along with the entire flotilla of cutters based here in the village.’ He paused. ‘You shall command.’

      ‘Me, sir?’

      ‘As of this moment you are acting-Captain Lennox, pending official recognition and some paperwork.‘ He stuck out his arm. ‘Congratulations.’

      Lennox shook his hand. ‘Thank you, sir.’

      ‘You have the authority to appoint two acting-lieutenants from among the existing crews and boat-leaders,’ the commander said, ‘and you will be responsible for all tactics and operations along the eastern coast. Your mission is to choke the Rahain supply lines. Every boat you sink will help in the defence of Amatskouri.’

      ‘I’ll do my duty, sir.’

      ‘I know you will. Dismissed.’
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        * * *

      

      Have I come at a bad time?

      ‘No,’ he said, squinting into the small, cracked mirror as he tried to shave.

      Think, don’t speak.

      ‘I’m trying, it’s just difficult to concentrate on your voice when I’m in danger of slicing my throat open. Give me a second, I’ve nearly finished.’

      He tilted his neck and scraped the last of the growth from his chin. He wiped the blade and folded it, then sat on his small bunk, dabbing the soap on his face with a towel; his hair still dripping from the bath.

      He heard Karalyn laugh in his head. Finished?

      Aye.

      Here, let’s try this.

      He blinked as she appeared before him in the cramped bedchamber. On instinct he reached out his hand to touch her, but his fingers passed through air.

      ‘I’m just a vision,’ she said. ‘I’m making you see me.’

      ‘Shit, I thought you were really here for a second.’ He gazed at her. ‘How are the twins?’

      ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Kyra’s sleeping a bit better; she managed seven hours last night. Cael was up though, so it wasn’t like I got any more sleep.’

      ‘They’ll be three thirds tomorrow,’ he said. ‘Seems so much longer.’

      She nodded. ‘So how have you been?’

      ‘Busy,’ he said. ‘We just got back into harbour today, and we’re being sent back out again the day after tomorrow.’

      ‘I know,’ she said, ‘I spoke to Calder in the imperial capital. He told me about your re-assignment. Congratulations, Captain.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘And you’re going to Amatskouri? You might see my brother there.’

      ‘What,’ he said, ‘Corthie’s back?’

      ‘No, the other brother. Keir. He survived Stretton Sands and fought Agatha’s army a few days ago. And listen, he’s got married to Thorn.’

      ‘Keir and Thorn?’

      ‘Aye. They had a big party in Amatskouri, thousands were out in the streets to watch, apparently. Mother’s raging.’

      ‘Why?’

      Karalyn started to count on her fingers. ‘First, she’s never met Thorn, and the idea of her golden boy marrying someone she doesn’t know is driving her crazy. I had to remind her that her parents had never met my father when she was pregnant with me. Second, because Sanang can’t have children with Holdings or Kellach Brigdomin. You’d think three grandchildren would enough for her, but no. Third, she suspects that Thorn is trying to wheedle her way into the family, using poor, innocent Keir as an entry point into the Holdfasts. Can you believe that? As if anyone would want to join our mad family. Worst of all is that Keir didn’t tell her. My mother had to find out from Calder.’

      ‘I can see how all that would be a shock to her.’

      ‘You can imagine what she did; she visioned straight to Amatskouri, and had a huge row with Keir. She was weeping tears of fury when she snapped out of it, and hurled more than one of Shella’s crystal goblets against the wall. Then she got angry with me, because I wouldn’t take her there so she could speak to him in person.’

      ‘When did all this happen?’

      ‘About an hour ago.’ She smiled. ‘It’s good to speak to you.’

      ‘Aye. I just wish you weren’t a vision. I’d do anything to be with you right now.’

      ‘Me too,’ she said, then she frowned. ‘Wait, I could… No. Maybe.’

      She vanished.

      He frowned, and gazed around the small room for a moment. When nothing happened, he stood and finished drying himself. He sat back down and pulled a clean uniform on. As he leant down to find his boots he felt a hand on his arm.

      He turned, and their eyes locked.

      ‘This time,’ Karalyn said, ‘I really am here.’

      She tucked the Quadrant into her cloak and pushed him back onto the bed.
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        * * *

      

      ‘What are you grinning about?’ Carrie said as he walked into the tavern an hour later.

      ‘Nothing,’ he said. He found a seat close to Carrie and Brogan. Jasper was to the other side, and she moved her chair up to let him in.

      He glanced at Carrie as he sat. ‘Everything squared with the quartermaster?’

      ‘Aye, boss,’ she said; ‘it’s all taken care of.’ She picked up a bottle of brandy and filled a mug. ‘Here,’ she said, sliding it towards him. ‘Drink up. We’re going to be living like royalty for the next few days, and now have enough stashed away to ride out the winter.’

      Lennox took a long drink from the mug, then wiped his lips. ‘I’m afraid we’re going to be busy this winter.’

      Carrie’s face fell. ‘Aye? Is that what the commander wanted you for?’

      Lennox glanced over the busy tavern. It was packed with marines, many of whom he was now in command of. Eight cutters meant he had nearly a hundred marines under his authority. He swallowed. How would they react to taking their orders from him?

      He caught the eye of a serving lad and gestured him over.

      ‘This is for you,’ he said, holding up a coin. ‘I want you to go round the room, find the marines that belong to the eight cutters in port, and tell them to fetch the rest of their boat-squads. Tell them the fire mage has an announcement to make, and that there will be free booze.’

      The lad took the coin and ran off.

      ‘Free booze?’ said Carrie. ‘Who’s paying for that?’

      ‘Us,’ he said. ‘Me. Throw in some from today’s cut of the confiscated goods, and use my savings for the rest if necessary; then stick a couple of hundred behind the bar. For the boat-squads only; and not until I say.’

      He glanced back at the busy room, and saw a few marines getting to their feet and heading towards the door.

      ‘You’d better tell me what the fuck’s going on,’ Carrie said. ‘Why are we buying everybody a drink?’

      ‘Because it would be the decent thing for their new captain to do.’

      Carrie put her hand to her mouth, and he heard Jasper gasp to his right. He sipped his brandy.

      Brogan squinted at him. ‘Does that mean you’re my boss? Do I have to start calling you “sir”?’

      ‘Pretty much.’

      The tavern was starting to fill up with marines. Roughly half were part of the original force that had left the village harbour to defend Westport, and the other half had joined them since, to replace the losses in the battle. No one had blamed him for the death of nearly fifty marines in the fight against Witten, not when Rahain casualties had been a hundred times that number; but he felt their loss keenly. More would die, he knew, as he looked over the faces of the boat-squads.

      He stood, then jumped up onto a table.

      ‘Marines of the First Western Flotilla Group,’ he said, ‘you know who I am.’

      ‘Aye,’ cried one, ‘you’re the guy that promised us free booze!’

      ‘And you’ll be getting it,’ Lennox said. ‘The price is that you have to listen to me first. I have just come from the commander’s office in the village hall. We’ve been assigned a new mission.’ He paused, and the room quietened. ‘You may have been hoping for a quiet winter,’ Lennox went on, ‘but the empire has decided otherwise. We’ll be sailing at dawn the day after tomorrow, heading north-east to Plateau City, and then south-east to Amatskouri, where we will bring terror and destruction to the Rahain shipping that is keeping their eastern army supplied.’ He watched as the faces of the marines changed, their smiles replaced by grim realisation. ‘We’ll be up against winter storms, as well as the Rahain navy,’ he said; ‘it’s going to be tough, but we’re the best in the empire, and if anyone can save Amatskouri it’s us. I have been appointed acting-captain of the flotilla group.’ He paused again. ‘As of now, I am your commanding officer. I’ll do my best to keep you all alive, but you know that wherever the fire mage is sent, there’s sure to be danger. Tomorrow I’ll go round every boat-crew, and speak to you all, but first I want to name my two acting-lieutenants.’ He scanned the crowd, until he saw the Holdings veteran he was looking for. He had been an officer in the imperial navy, and had taken a demotion to enlist in the marines. ‘Boat-leader Norris,’ he called out.

      The man stepped forward.

      ‘You are now in command of cutters A to D, Lieutenant.’

      Norris saluted amid a roar of congratulations.

      ‘Carrie will be my other lieutenant,’ Lennox said, gesturing for her to stand.

      She frowned, and got to her feet as the marines cheered.

      ‘She’ll have operational command of the other boats,’ Lennox went on, ‘and she’ll remain on the Seablade with me.’

      Brogan got to his feet and raised his arms.

      ‘I speak for us all,’ his voice boomed out, ‘when I say that no marine here could have chosen a better officer to lead us. Where the Seablade goes, we will follow.’

      The crowd in the tavern roared.

      ‘And now,’ cried Lennox, ‘the bar is open.’

      The bar staff had already been preparing ales as Lennox had been speaking, and the marines surged forward, lifting them off the surface of the long bar as soon as they were poured. Bottles of brandy were opened, and liberal measures handed out to the waiting marines.

      Lennox jumped down off the table, a small crowd bustling round him. He listened to their congratulations, and shook the hands of many, his heart soaring. He knew he would be leading them into danger, but allowed himself a momentary surge of pride.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Here’s to you, Captain,’ Carrie said, raising her mug of brandy.

      Lennox held his own mug up and they clinked.

      ‘I don’t suppose there’s any way I can talk you out of making me a lieutenant?’

      ‘Forget it,’ he said. ‘If I have to be an officer, you do as well. And, this means you’ll be in charge of Brogan.’

      ‘Aye,’ she said; ‘that’s one of the reasons I’m not happy about it. How can we go together if one of us is the other’s superior? And all the other boat-crews know we’re seeing each other; I’ll have to be tougher on him just to prove I’m not playing favourites.’

      She glared at him as she lit a weedstick.

      ‘If we split up over this,’ she said, ‘I’m holding you responsible.’

      ‘You’re the best I’ve got,’ he said. ‘I knew it might mess up what you’ve got with Brogan, and I’m sorry for that, but I need you.’

      She glanced away.

      ‘I could transfer his boat to Norris’s group,’ he said, ‘so you wouldn’t be directly in charge of him.’

      ‘But then I’d never see him,’ she said. ‘The cutters in that group will camp miles away from us each night.’

      He shrugged. ‘I’ll give you the choice.’

      ‘Fine,’ she muttered. ‘Transfer him. Better apart than mixing the chain of command into our relationship.’ She shook her head. ‘What a pain in the arse.’

      ‘Do you remember when I first picked you as my second?’

      ‘Aye, in Stretton Sands, after Rainsby.’

      ‘When we were watching the hedgewitches.’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘Well, the reasons I chose you then remain true today. I trust you. Your judgement, your experience, and your friendship have kept me going these last couple of years. I never told you how happy I was to see you walk through the front door of the World’s End the night we fought Racine and Gorman; and of all the things I regret, not saying goodbye to you at Severton is at the top of the list.’

      ‘You had your memory wiped,’ she said. ‘I forgive you.’

      He sipped his brandy. ‘If you really don’t want to be my lieutenant, say so now, and I’ll pick someone else.’

      She glanced at him. ‘I’ll do it; you know me.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      She passed him the weedstick.

      ‘Do you know who’s waiting for us in Amatskouri?’ he said.

      ‘You mean apart from Agatha, Racine and about three hundred thousand Rahain soldiers?’

      ‘Aye. Thorn. She and Keir made it out of Stretton Sands. And guess what, they got married.’

      ‘She wed Karalyn’s brother? Does that mean she’s a Holdfast now?’

      ‘I suppose so, though Daphne’s not too happy about it.’

      ‘That practically makes her your sister-in-law. The twins have a soulwitch for an aunt, and I imagine you’ll be joining the family when you get back. Are you sure Daphne’s upset? It sounds as though she’s gaining a lot of powerful mages as relatives.’

      ‘She’s not interested in power, only protecting her kin.’

      ‘Rampaging through Rainsby is hardly protecting her kin.’

      Lennox said. ‘I hope you haven’t told anyone about that, not even Brogan. The Quadrant is still a secret.’

      ‘I know,’ she said, ‘and don’t worry, I haven’t; but it hardly points to Daphne sitting tight to protect her family. With the Quadrant, she can strike at will; I’ll bet even Agatha’s feeling a little nervous by now. Where will they go next, do you think?’

      ‘I don’t know, Karalyn didn’t say.’

      ‘But you spoke to her again this evening, aye?’

      His thoughts drifted back to the hour he had spent with her in his room.

      ‘I can tell from that look on your face that you did,’ Carrie went on, ‘that and the news about Keir and Thorn. I wonder if we’ll get a chance to see them in Amatskouri; we’re bound to dock at the city when we arrive.’

      ‘Amatskouri could be blockaded and under siege by the time we get there,’ he said. ‘It’d take us ten days in good weather, but winter will be beginning on the morning we leave.’ He sipped his brandy. ‘Agatha’s army is about the same number of days away from Amatskouri; it’ll be a race to get there first, and when we do we’ll be contending with destroyers, and two archmages.’

      Carrie got to her feet. ‘If this is our last night of peace, then I’m off to see Brogan. I’ll give him the news about his boat’s transfer to Norris.’

      He nodded. ‘Good night, Lieutenant.’

      ‘Night, Captain.’

      He watched her leave his small room and sat back on the bed. He tried to relax, but his mind was spinning. There was so much to do in the morning; so much to learn about the eight cutters, and the marines under his command.

      His mind went back to Karalyn. He put down his brandy, closed his eyes and, with her image in his head, drifted off to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 19

          

          

      

    

    







            Royal Blood

          

        

      

    

    
      Holdings City, Republic of the Holdings – 14th Day, First Third Winter 526

      ‘Can we take a break?’ said Ravi. ‘My legs are killing me.’

      ‘Me too,’ said Kelsey.

      Sable halted a few steps above them, frowning. ‘It’ll be getting dark soon, and these stairs are even more dangerous at night.’

      ‘Just a quick cigarette,’ said Ravi, ‘then we’ll carry on.’

      ‘Fine,’ said Sable.

      Ravi took a seat on the worn, old steps, and took a packet of cigarettes from his inside pocket. He passed them out to Kelsey and Sable, and lit them with a match.

      ‘Some view of the city from up here,’ he said. ‘Looks a lot smaller than when you’re down there in it.’ He glanced at Kelsey. ‘You must have been up here before, yeah?’

      ‘Never,’ she said. ‘The old Upper City was strictly out of bounds when I was young.’

      ‘It still is,’ said Sable. ‘As king-in-waiting, my uncle’s only now been handed custody of the ruins. It’s been deserted for eighteen years.’

      ‘I thought the university had been allowed up?’ said Kelsey.

      ‘Were they?’ said Sable.

      ‘Aye. To carry out a few excavations on the remains of the palace, I think. Don’t know if they found anything.’

      ‘It’s not right,’ said Sable. ‘The entire Upper City is a vast grave. The body of the last prophet is buried under the cathedral somewhere, along with the civilians who were hiding up here when the war moved into the capital.’

      ‘How did your faith reconcile that?’ said Kelsey. ‘The mad Emperor killed the last prophet, one of the few able to speak to the Creator.’

      ‘The old man was a traitor to the faith,’ Sable said. ‘He joined with the rebels in the civil war. The Emperor, or, as we now know, the Creator, executed him for it. It was the same with my aunt, Queen Mirren. As soon as she realised that the Emperor had changed, she ran away and joined the rebels.’

      ‘Then he murdered her too.’

      ‘Yeah, once he’d caught her.’

      Ravi glanced up the remaining steps. The stairs had been carved into the rocky side of a sheer cliff, and switch-backed up from a bridge over the river, all the way to the top of the ruined citadel. The path was crumbling and dilapidated, with sections broken and split, and many steps were loose. To gain access, they had been forced to climb a wall that blocked the bridge, and fight their way through thick undergrowth that had sprouted up over the nearly two decades since the citadel had been abandoned.

      ‘My sister was up here,’ Kelsey said to Ravi, ‘when she was little. She lived in a house near the palace for a while with my mother and father, during the war.’ She turned to Sable. ‘Does your uncle intend to rebuild the citadel?’

      ‘That’s what he wants,’ said Sable, ‘but I don’t know if he has that kind of money; not while the war between Rahain and the empire continues. Maybe Asher’s promised him help. It’s not his stupidest idea; I’d like to see the palace and cathedral rebuilt. For too long the ruins of the citadel have cast a shadow over the city, reminding everyone of the terrible times in the last war. Redeveloping the Upper City would be a sign that the Holdings is beginning afresh.’

      ‘It would be a crime to spend money here,’ said Kelsey, ‘when folk are starving in the River Holdings.’

      ‘There will always be peasants starving somewhere,’ Sable said, ‘but for once we agree. Finish the war, then rebuild.’ She glanced at the fading light in the sky. ‘Come on.’

      Ravi and Kelsey stubbed out their cigarettes and got to their feet. Sable led the way up the damaged steps, past broken parapet walls and rusted wrought-iron lamps. Trees and bushes were growing from cracks in the stairs, and from splits running down the cliff face, and they had to step over fallen masonry blocks as they ascended.

      He watched Sable as they climbed. As she had promised, she had spent the last third regaining her fitness, and her right arm had been out of a sling for ten days. They had purchased a sword with diamond money, and she had been practising for hours, exercising her recovering limb. She remained far from satisfied with her performance, but Ravi knew she was being hard on herself. He had sat for days at a time, forming diamonds as he watched her train, absorbed by how quickly she had improved. She was the best fighter he had ever seen, and he was convinced she would have beaten Asher had Kelsey’s absence not freed the archmage to use her other powers.

      She slowed as they reached the top of the stairs, and crouched down by the highest steps. On either side were high walls, and the fragmented pieces of an old archway lay scattered across the flagstones. Ravi and Kelsey knelt down next to her, and together they peered out at the view over the ruined citadel. Ravi opened his mouth. The buildings on the top of the rocky promontory looked as though they were formed of wax that had been held too close to a flame. Stone had been made to flow like liquid, and then had re-hardened into a honeycomb of melted ruins. What had once been the Royal Palace lay directly before them – a mound of stratified marble glistening in the last rays of the sun. To the right were the remains of a collection of buildings: the Old Tower, the Courts of Justice, and the apartment blocks where the nobility had lived. On the left was a vast bulk of distorted stone and dark, twisted rock – the site of the cathedral, from where the faith of the Holdings had been administered for centuries.

      ‘We need to go over the plan,’ said Kelsey as they crouched by the steps.

      ‘No, we don’t,’ said Sable.

      ‘Aye, we do.’

      ‘It’s simple; we locate Holder Black, then wait for Asher to show up.’

      ‘Are you sure she’ll be here?’

      ‘It was all in the secretary’s head,’ Sable said. ‘My uncle was to be up here all day, then Asher would meet him after sunset and they would go back down to the Lower City together, ready for tomorrow’s coronation.’

      ‘What’s he doing up here?’ said Ravi.

      ‘Searching for remnants of the old royal regalia,’ she said. ‘He’s desperate to find something, anything, that was once in the hands of the old kings and queens. Ideally a crown, but any genuine royal artefact would do. He thinks it will legitimise his rule; show continuity with the previous dynasty.’

      ‘He’s a fool,’ said Kelsey.

      ‘Maybe, but he’ll be king tomorrow.’

      ‘I can’t believe the other Holders voted him the monarchy.’

      ‘I doubt they had much choice,’ Sable said, ‘not with Asher at the conference. She would have terrified the old bastards into signing anything.’

      ‘I just want to be clear, Sable,’ Kelsey said; ‘our aim is not only to kill Asher, but to stop your uncle becoming king, right?’

      ‘The archmage is the priority; everything else is secondary.’

      ‘No,’ said Kelsey; ‘the future of the Holdings is not “secondary”. I know he’s your family, but we can’t let our country fall into the hands of a monarch who will desert the empire at the first opportunity. The Plateau will fall without aid and reinforcements from the Holdings.’

      ‘All that’s just politics,’ said Sable. ‘Killing the archmages is personal. The Blackholds are not to be harmed in any way, do you understand? Not that I’m worried; neither of you two could harm much. Just stay out of my way when Asher arrives, and leave the rest to me.’

      Kelsey frowned as Sable leapt up the last steps, and began edging her way towards the palace.

      ‘She’s the expert at this sort of thing,’ Ravi said.

      ‘We’ll need to watch her closely,’ Kelsey said. ‘I don’t trust her.’

      They got to their feet and scrambled up the steps. Sable was waiting in the shadows of a ruined wall and when they had caught up, the three of them continued towards the high mound where the palace had once stood. As they got closer, Ravi noticed a number of dark holes in the surface of the mound, and over to the right, a small collection of tents had been pitched next to a wagon.

      Sable paused.

      ‘No one’s there,’ she said. ‘They must be inside the excavations.’

      They climbed the edges of the mound of layered stone to the first opening. It had been dug along a wide crack in the marble and led at an angle into the ruins of the palace. Sable knelt down by the entrance, and her eyes blurred over again.

      Ravi glanced around as he and Kelsey waited. The light was fading, and a glow was rising from the Lower City to the east, casting the warped surface of the citadel into curving, twisted shadows. To their left, he could see a dozen holes that had been burrowed into the sagging hulk of the old cathedral complex; many more than had been dug into the palace. He noticed a tiny light appear as a lamp was lit by the opening to one of the tunnels and he nudged Kelsey. She turned, saw the light, and they crouched to the ground as Sable snapped out of her trance.

      ‘No one’s down there,’ she said. ‘They’ve uncovered a few basements, but…’ She paused as she saw Kelsey and Ravi crouch.

      ‘I think they might be in the cathedral,’ said Ravi, pointing.

      Sable narrowed her eyes.

      ‘I thought they were supposed to be under the palace?’ said Kelsey.

      ‘I thought so, too,’ said Sable.

      ‘Maybe they found what they were looking for and moved on,’ said Ravi as the three of them peered into the distance at the lamp.

      ‘Follow me,’ said Sable, half-rising.

      They scurried down from the palace mound through the lengthening shadows, and ran across a smooth section toward the bulk of the ruined church headquarters.

      ‘There’s no one at the entrance,’ said Ravi as they approached the large, dark opening.

      The lantern was hanging from a hook driven into the rock, its light reflecting down the tunnel bored into the cathedral.

      ‘It must be a signal telling Asher where they are,’ said Sable.

      Kelsey frowned. ‘Is there something you’re not telling us?’

      ‘There’s much I would never tell you,’ she said, unhooking the lantern and glancing around at the rock surrounding the entrance. ‘This looks perfect for an ambush. Asher will have to pass through here on her way to see my father and uncle. This is where we’ll attack.’

      ‘Tell me again what you read out of this secretary person,’ Kelsey said. ‘Why would Asher go looking for your uncle? Why doesn’t she just wait for him to come back down to the Lower City?’

      Sable shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘You’re lying,’ said Kelsey.

      ‘Fine. There was no secretary.’

      ‘I knew it,’ said Kelsey. ‘It seemed a little too convenient that you would happen to read the right bit of information at the right time from a random official.’

      ‘Well done,’ Sable frowned. ‘You found me out. Now, we need to get on with planning the ambush.’

      ‘No way,’ said Kelsey; ‘not until you tell us the truth.’

      ‘You won’t like it.’

      ‘I was starting to guess that already.’

      ‘What’s going on?’ said Ravi. ‘Did you trick us?’

      ‘Fucking bitch has betrayed us,’ said Kelsey.

      ‘Calm down,’ Sable said. ‘I’ll tell you, but you must let me finish. Do you promise?’

      ‘Okay,’ said Ravi.

      Kelsey narrowed her eyes.

      ‘I’ve been in contact with my father,’ Sable said. ‘Wait, let me finish. I told him I had Kelsey Holdfast, and offered him a trade; I’d bring her here for Asher, and they’d pardon me and let me work for them again.’ Kelsey snarled and opened her mouth to speak. ‘I haven’t finished,’ said Sable. ‘I was double-crossing them, obviously; I have no intention of handing anyone over to Asher. I told my father that the exchange would need to happen in a quiet, out-of-the-way place, and he suggested the citadel. That’s why Asher’s coming here; she thinks she’s getting you, Kelsey.’

      ‘I’m the bait?’

      ‘Yes, because it was the only thing I had to offer that I knew would sway my father. While they’re down in the bowels of the cathedral, waiting, we’ll be up here. When Asher arrives, we’ll surprise her.’

      ‘Are they definitely down there?’ said Ravi.

      She shone the lantern down the tunnel. ‘There are two sets of footprints in the dirt.’

      Ravi nodded. ‘We’d better get ready; Asher could be here any second.’

      ‘What do you think I’ve been saying?’ cried Sable. ‘It was you two that insisted on delaying us. Come on, follow me.’

      She placed the lantern back on its hook, and scrambled up the side of the rocky mound by the entrance. Ravi and Kelsey went after her, their boots slipping on the smooth, glassy surface. The warped stone was more pock-marked and rippled on the top, and there were plenty of deep folds hidden in shadow from where an ambush could take place. Sable climbed down into a fissure over-looking the entrance. It was four feet deep, and they crouched down, keeping their heads below the top.

      ‘Will she be here soon?’ whispered Ravi.

      Sable shot him a look, then turned back to scan the surface of the citadel. There was only one way to the cathedral entrance across the ruins, and she stared up and down it. Ravi turned to Kelsey, who shrugged.

      There was a cry from behind, and something landed on top of Ravi; ropes, coiled and linked together into a heavy net. He flailed his arms around, entangling himself further in his panic as figures appeared at the top of the fissure.

      ‘Surrender!’ cried one. ‘We have a dozen crossbows pointed at you.’

      Ravi squirmed. Kelsey was by his side, ensnared in the same net, but Sable was gone.

      A blade slashed through the air above them, and a soldier fell into the fissure, blood pouring from a wound to his guts. Ravi tried to push the body away from him, but it got tangled up in the ropes; the blood splashing across the two captives. He turned, trying to see what was happening on the surface, and caught a glimpse of Sable leaping, her sword outstretched. She pushed the tip of the blade through the chest of a soldier, but others charged her from behind, wielding their bows like clubs. Sable was struck on the back of the head, and stumbled; and the rest of the soldiers moved in. Blows rained down on her, and she fell to the ground, curled up, her hands protecting her face as the soldiers clubbed her.

      ‘Stop!’ cried Ravi.

      One of the soldiers raised his hand, and the others took a step back, leaving Sable prone, her form still. He knelt by the Holdings mage, and nodded.

      ‘We’ll carry her down to Lord Blackhold,’ he said, standing. He pointed to Ravi and Kelsey. ‘Bind their hands and fetch the lantern; but don’t take your eyes off them for a moment.’

      Soldiers aimed their crossbows at Ravi and Kelsey as the net was pulled away. They climbed up to the surface and their arms were pulled behind their backs, and their wrists bound. Three of the soldiers had been killed by Sable, and their bodies were laid in the fissure; a cloak covering their temporary place of rest.

      Ravi and Kelsey were led down the mound to the opening to the tunnel. The soldiers formed a line, and the man in front unhooked the lantern from the wall. Two were carrying Sable, her face covered in blood, and together they passed through the entrance.

      The tunnel went down at a gentle angle, and was spacious enough for the first fifty yards, but then it narrowed, and the walls became rougher; the ceiling lower. A soldier led the way, holding the lantern aloft as they squeezed through the tight spaces, travelling deeper into the bowels of the rock. They crawled through a small gap and emerged onto a landing, with a staircase going down. The ceiling was high enough to stand up in, and the soldiers stretched their limbs. Two pushed Ravi and Kelsey against a wall and to the ground, where they sat side by side, as Sable’s unconscious body was carried in and laid down next to them. Water canisters were passed among the soldiers, while a row of them kept their crossbows trained on the three captives.

      ‘We’re under the cathedral now,’ whispered Kelsey, as the lead soldier shone the lamp at a trail of footsteps in the dust on the stairs. The way up was blocked by tons of thick layers of rock, but the way down seemed to be stable.

      ‘This is where all the priests and deacons used to live,’ Kelsey went on, ‘back before the king became the emperor and moved to Plateau City. My mother was imprisoned here once, in dungeons deep underground. It was abandoned during the years of the old Emperor, except for the prophet and a few servants left behind to wipe his arse.’

      Ravi nodded, half-listening as he gazed at the lying form of Sable. The soldiers ordered them to their feet, and they rose. Sable was picked up, and they set off again, descending the wide, stone steps. They came to another landing, where a corridor stretched away into the darkness, but the footsteps in the dust continued down the next flight, and they carried on.

      At the bottom of the stairwell, a passageway branched off. The air was thick with dust, and the walls damp. The lead soldier halted, pointing, and Ravi saw a line of barred cells running down the left hand side of the corridor.

      Ravi felt hands grab his shoulders, then he and Kelsey were shoved towards the first cell. The door was open, and the soldiers pushed them in. Sable was carried in next, and dropped onto the stone floor. The soldiers left, then swung the barred gate closed. An iron key was turned in the lock, and the soldiers stood back from the cell, then walked down the passageway, taking the lantern with them.

      The cell was plunged into darkness, with only a soft light coming from a narrow shaft that pierced the rock of the cliff. Ravi sank to his knees by Sable, and lifted her head, placing it onto his lap.

      ‘Don’t waste your tears on her,’ said Kelsey from the shadows. ‘She led us into a trap.’

      ‘They tricked her.’

      ‘Aye, after she tried to trick them. She put all her faith in the notion that her family wouldn’t believe she’d betray them. Fool.’

      Sable’s head shifted. ‘Blackholds never harm their own,’ she gasped.

      ‘Don’t try to speak,’ said Ravi. ‘Rest.’

      ‘I’m fine,’ she said, her voice hoarse. ‘I’ve had worse. In my top pocket… cigarettes.’

      Ravi reached down to her leather breastplate and extracted the crushed packet of cigarettes. He took three out and lit them with a match.

      Sable rolled off Ravi’s lap and struggled into a sitting position, her back against the wall.

      ‘Your plan was stupid,’ said Kelsey, gazing down at them from where she stood.

      Sable said nothing.

      ‘You gambled everything,’ Kelsey went on, ‘including us, for a ridiculous idea that your uncle would prefer you over power. You betrayed him on the night before his coronation; what did you expect?’

      ‘I expected him to stick to his vows,’ Sable said, her eyes on fire. ‘”Blackholds never harm their own”; I’ve heard him swear those words many times; at the start of each meal as a child, and at every family gathering. It was drummed into us; blood means everything. I still can’t believe he set those soldiers on me.’

      ‘Never mind them,’ said Ravi; ‘isn’t Asher on her way here?’

      ‘She’s got us this time,’ said Kelsey. ‘Shit.’

      Ravi glanced at Sable. ‘There must be something we can do.’

      The Holdings mage shrugged, and smoked her cigarette.

      Kelsey frowned at her. ‘We should never have trusted you.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter now,’ said Sable. ‘In an hour, we’ll be dead.’

      ‘No one will find our bodies down here,’ said Ravi. ‘It’ll be like we’ve vanished.’

      Sable smirked at Kelsey. ‘No vision to save us? No prophecies?’

      Kelsey laughed, but the sound was hollow.

      ‘Is that a yes?’ said Sable.

      ‘Aye, but I don’t think you want to hear it. Isn’t there a type of prophecy that you said you didn’t want to know about?’

      Sable glared up at Kelsey. ‘My death?’

      ‘The bad news is…’

      ‘Stop,’ said Sable, ‘I don’t want to know.’

      ‘…the bad news,’ Kelsey went on, ‘is that aye, I’ve seen your death.’

      ‘Marvellous. Great,’ said Sable; ‘now shut up.’

      ‘The good news…’

      ‘There’s good news?’ laughed Sable.

      ‘…is that, it’s not here.’

      ‘What?’ said Ravi.

      ‘I’ve seen her die, but it’s not here.’

      Sable stared at her through the darkness, and the cell fell into silence.

      A noise came from the passageway and two guards emerged out of the darkness, one holding the lantern. Behind them walked two Holdings men, wearing long, dark cloaks. They talked for a moment in the shadows of the corridor, then they approached the bars.

      ‘Sable,’ said one.

      ‘Father. You’ll forgive me if I don’t get up.’

      ‘I’m sorry it had to happen this way,’ her father said. ‘I admit that I believed you when we spoke, but Asher explained that you were trying to trick us, and that all you wanted to do was murder the archmage. She was right, wasn’t she?’

      ‘She was,’ Sable said. ‘Asher is nothing but poison, and she’ll ruin the Holdings. I was trying to save us.’

      ‘Claptrap,’ said the other man. ‘Asher has been an invaluable help.’

      ‘No, uncle. I’ve seen the archmages’ plan. They want to rule this world, and they’ll destroy anyone who doesn’t bow to them.’

      ‘You have betrayed us quite enough, Sable,’ her uncle said, ‘but this time, thanks to Asher, we saw through your lies. In the morning, I shall be king. Such a shame none of you will be there to see it.’

      ‘Just wait until my mother gets back,’ said Kelsey. ‘She’ll sort your nonsense out.’

      ‘Your mother wasted her time in power,’ Holder Black said, ‘pandering to the masses, when she could have easily taken the throne. She lacked the will, and look at the state of her republic now. I shall be the one to save this land from anarchy. I shall take back control from the distant and feeble empire, and bring peace to the Holdings.’

      Kelsey yawned.

      ‘Child,’ spat Sable’s uncle. He turned to his brother. ‘I think it’s time young Sable learned the truth, don’t you? Make sure you tell her, I want her to know before she dies.’ He strode down the passageway, leaving her father alone with the two guards who had been posted by the entrance.

      Sable got to her feet. ‘Father.’

      The man said nothing, his eyes empty.

      ‘My uncle I understand,’ she went on, ‘he is a ruthless man; but you? How could you order soldiers to attack me?’ She pointed to the bruises and cuts on her face. ‘Look what they did to me, father. Was the Blackhold oath mere words to be thrown away at the first hurdle?’

      The man signalled to the two guards. ‘Leave us.’

      The soldiers saluted, then walked away down the corridor. The man waited until their footsteps had dwindled into the distance, then turned back to Sable.

      ‘Well, father?’ she said. ‘Was the oath meaningless?’

      ‘The oath is not meaningless,’ he said, ‘and stop calling me that.’

      She blinked.

      ‘I am not your father, Sable.’

      Ravi gasped, and stood, his eyes fixed on the young Holdings mage’s face.

      ‘What?’ she said.

      ‘I’m going to tell you something that has been hidden from you your whole life,’ he said. ‘It is only because Asher will soon be here that it no longer matters if the secret is revealed; if you are to die, then you may as well know the truth.’

      He withdrew a silver case from an inside pocket and opened it.

      ‘Smoke?’

      He offered the case through the bars and they each took a cigarette.

      ‘When I first saw you,’ he said, ‘you were a few days old. My sister Mirren and her husband, Prince Guilliam as he was at the time, had been away for a third, spending some time with the Queen at her Summer Palace. I was with your mother… my wife, when they returned to the Blackhold estate, with you.’

      He inhaled on the cigarette, then blew a slow plume of smoke through the bars.

      ‘My sister presented you to us, and swore us to secrecy. We were to bring up the child as our own, and never speak a word of her true parentage. Your mother, your real mother, was Queen Miranda.’

      Sable choked, her hand going to her mouth. Ravi took her arm, and for once she didn’t push him away.

      ‘It suited everyone to keep your real bloodline a secret,’ the man said. ‘The Queen didn’t want any scandal, and Guilliam and Mirren were glad to be rid of a potential rival claimant to the throne. By that point, Prince Guilliam had come to believe that Miranda would never have children, and he was looking forward to the day he would become king.’ He gave a weak smile. ‘You may not be a Blackhold, Sable, but you probably have a better claim to the throne than your uncle.’

      ‘Then she’s a princess,’ said Ravi; ‘but what about the father?’

      The man glanced at Kelsey. ‘Ask the Holdfast girl; she could probably take a guess.’

      Kelsey frowned.

      ‘Come now,’ the man said, ‘you must have been told about it? It was the most widely talked about affair for a century. The Queen and Godfrey Holdfast.’

      ‘No,’ sobbed Sable, weeping into her hands.

      ‘There were periods,’ the man went on, ‘when Guilliam and my sister would speak about nothing other than that damned affair. Miranda finally ended it when she discovered she was pregnant, and never told Godfrey. She wouldn’t have married him, and if she had kept the child it would have remained a bastard.’

      Kelsey swung her fist through the bars, and caught the man on the nose.

      ‘Stupid girl,’ he cried, dropping his cigarette as his hand went to staunch the blood coming from his face. ‘You won’t live to see it, but my brother plans to destroy the Holdfasts when he is king; they have been nothing but a plague on the Holdings.’

      ‘Fuck off, ya prick,’ Kelsey said.

      ‘Asher will be here soon,’ the man said. ‘I hope she makes your death a painful one.’ He turned to the weeping Holdings mage. ‘As for you, Sable, if it’s any comfort, my wife did love you as a daughter, but I always knew you were tainted with Holdfast blood. I knew you’d turn out rotten, and I wasn’t wrong.’

      He turned and walked away, disappearing into the gloom of the passageway.

      Kelsey and Ravi led Sable away from the bars. They crouched down by the wall, and Kelsey found the cigarette packet. Ravi struck a match, and they each took one. He glanced at the two young women, the only sound coming from Sable’s tears. Kelsey put her arm around her shoulder as she wept. Ravi had never seen her cry before, and watched helplessly.

      ‘We may be about to die,’ he said, ‘but I’m glad you hit him, Kelsey.’

      She glanced at him. ‘He called my aunt a bastard; what else was I supposed to do?’

      ‘So you believe it?’

      ‘Aye. It explains why she has the same trace of dream powers as my mother.’

      ‘So Daphne’s her half-sister?’

      Sable let out a wail at these words, sobbing uncontrollably, tears spilling down her face.

      Ravi frowned. ‘She doesn’t seem too happy about it.’

      ‘She’s in shock, you idiot,’ Kelsey said.

      ‘Are you defending her now?’

      ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘She may not like it, but she’s family. She’s a Holdfast.’
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      Colsbury Castle, Republic of the Holdings – 14th Day, First Third Winter 526

      Karalyn watched as Cole tottered across the rug, his mother urging him on. He fell into Jemma’s arms and she let out a cheer.

      ‘Well done, Cole,’ Jemma said. She turned to Karalyn. ‘Did you see that?’

      ‘Aye,’ she said. ‘He’s getting better. I wish mine would hurry up and do something. They seem to have been little babies for ages.’

      ‘Can you sense any thoughts from them?’

      ‘No, just raw emotion. Hunger, frustration, joy. Whatever one’s feeling, the other picks up on it.’ She gazed at the sleeping twins in their cots. ‘They shouldn’t need fed for another couple of hours, at least.’

      ‘I don’t mind,’ said Jemma, sitting Cole onto her knee; ‘it makes me feel useful while you lot go off and do war things.’

      Karalyn stood, and kissed Kyra, then Cael. ‘We won’t be gone too long, hopefully.’

      ‘See you soon.’

      She walked to the door, then turned, glancing at Jemma and the three children. ‘See you soon.’

      Karalyn walked down the hallway and entered the chamber where they gathered to use the Quadrant. Shella had equipped it with an array of weapons, clothes, and a generous drinks cabinet. Darine was sitting by the fireplace, dressed in armour, her shield resting against the back of the chair.

      She pointed to a leather cuirass lying on the table. ‘Your mother said you should wear that today.’

      Karalyn nodded. She walked to the table and picked up the cuirass.

      ‘It’s heavy,’ she said.

      ‘What did you expect?’ said Darine, laughing. ‘It’s meant to stop you getting killed.’

      ‘How do I put it on?’

      Darine got to her feet and strode over. She took the cuirass from Karalyn and unfastened the straps.

      ‘Turn round,’ she said.

      Karalyn moved until she was facing the other direction, and Darine slipped the cuirass over a shoulder, then began to secure the straps. Karalyn felt its weight press down on her, as her front and back were encased in the hardened leather.

      ‘I can’t believe you’ve never worn one of these before,’ Darine said.

      ‘I’ve led a sheltered life.’

      Darine laughed as she finished buckling the straps. ‘All done. Let me look at you.’

      Karalyn turned, and Darine pulled on the armour, settling it on her shoulders so that it balanced. She adjusted a strap, then nodded.

      ‘You look all right.’

      ‘Like a soldier?’

      ‘Not quite.’

      ‘Good.’

      ‘You would need a weapon for that.’

      ‘Did my mother also suggest that I take one?’

      ‘Aye, she did.’

      ‘I would be hopeless,’ Karalyn said; ‘I’ve never trained a day in my life, not with a sword, or bow. I would be dangerous, but not to the enemy.’

      ‘I tend to agree,’ said Darine. ‘Better you stay out of any fighting.’

      ‘You don’t need to fight if no one can see you.’

      ‘Aye, but didn’t you say that the archmages wear these things in their eyes, that stops you from using your powers on their minds?’

      Karalyn frowned. ‘If Asher is wearing a set, then you’re right; I won’t be able to hide from her, and I won’t be able to get into her thoughts. Just keep your big shield up, and I’ll be fine.’

      The door opened and Shella walked in, dressed in black robes. She went straight to the drinks cabinet and poured herself a neat brandy. She glanced at Karalyn.

      ‘You’ll have to go and fetch your mother,’ she said. ‘She’s not speaking to me.’

      ‘Why?’ said Karalyn. ‘Did you have a fight?’

      ‘Not a fight, exactly,’ said Shella; ‘more a difference of opinion. I merely pointed out that I was sick of her whining on about Keir all the time. He’s eighteen, and should be allowed to make his own mistakes. So he got married, big deal.’

      ‘I assume my mother took your kind words well?’

      Shella narrowed her eyes. ‘Sarcasm really doesn’t suit you. Leave it to the experts.’ She walked over to an armchair, and sat down in front of the fire. ‘She’s on the roof, by the way. Sulking.’

      Karalyn frowned. ‘I’ll be back soon.’ She walked to the door and went back out into the cold passageway. She took a left turn, and ascended a spiral staircase that led to the roof. A chill wind was blowing gently as she emerged onto the battlements. The roof of the Great Keep was square, with stone parapets protecting the four sides. The lead-lined centre of the roof was raised in a mound, as there was a dome in Shella’s grand dining room directly below. Daphne was standing by a parapet, leaning on the wall, staring into the distance. She was wearing her battle-vision gear, and had a leather cuirass like Karalyn’s, except hers had been moulded to fit Daphne’s torso perfectly, and had the Holdfast crest emblazoned in its centre. She was also wearing leather greaves, and the armour covering her left arm was glinting beneath her cloak. A sword was strapped to her back, and her hair was tied up.

      ‘Mother,’ said Karalyn as she approached.

      Daphne turned, her green eyes flicking over her daughter.

      ‘It’s time we thought about leaving,’ Karalyn said. ‘The others are below, waiting for us.’

      ‘In a minute,’ she said, lighting a cigarette.

      Karalyn leaned against the parapet next to her and gazed out at the view of Colsbury island. Ahead of her, to the south, was the enormous palace, closed up as always, its high tower piercing the sky. The mountains surrounding the lake were capped in snow, and their reflection was dazzling upon the calm surface of the waters. The sky was a deep blue, shading towards pink in the west as the sun neared the horizon.

      ‘She did it to spite me,’ her mother said. ‘She’s laying claim to my son, and she wants me to know it.’

      ‘Maybe they’re just in love.’

      Daphne glared at her. ‘Don’t joke about it. You told me yourself about the limitless ambition of this Thorn girl; you saw it in her mind when you met.’

      ‘But think about all that they’ve been through together,’ she said. ‘War, hardship, battles; they’ve shared a life we weren’t part of.’

      ‘Is this supposed to make me feel better?’

      ‘No,’ she said, ‘but if you understand, then maybe you can start to accept it.’

      Daphne shook her head. ‘I can’t accept it; he’s too young.’

      ‘You were young when you had me.’

      ‘I was twenty-three,’ Daphne said. ‘Five years older; he’s still a boy.’

      ‘He’s eighteen,’ said Karalyn. ‘He’s a young man. And what about me? I’m, twenty, with twins.’

      ‘Also too young,’ Daphne said, ‘but you’ve always been more mature. You had to grow up much more quickly.’

      ‘So you admit that Keir’s immature?’

      ‘Despite what you may think, I’ve always been aware of his flaws. Most of them I hoped, and still hope, will be cured by age and experience.’ She shook her head. ‘Maybe I should speak with him before we go to Holdings City; we left it badly last time we spoke.’

      ‘Oh mother, I hope you haven’t been pestering him?’

      ‘I have resisted further contact, thank you very much. I haven’t reached out to him since the day I got the news out of Calder. You know,’ she said, ‘he seemed different, more sombre.’

      ‘Sombre?’

      ‘More serious.’

      ‘What they’ve been through would make anyone grow up.’

      A hint of a smile crept over Daphne’s lips. ‘Then you admit that Keir might not be quite so immature any longer?’

      ‘Aye, alright. Maybe.’

      ‘Yet he was young enough to be bewitched by that Sanang girl.’

      Karalyn sighed. ‘I thought we were getting somewhere?’

      ‘Of all the peoples; Sanang? What did I do to deserve this?’

      ‘You spoiled Keir, and turned him into an arrogant brat.’

      Daphne frowned. ‘You, of all people, should watch your words. You have no idea of the pain I went through for thirds; years, trying to piece that boy’s mind back together after you nearly destroyed it. I have no regrets if I spoiled him; I was just glad he was alive after you’d finished with him.’

      ’So we’re back to that? I have borne a burden of guilt all my life because of that day; for something I did when I was three. And now I’ll have to watch my own twins because I, of all people, know exactly what they’ll be capable of as they grow older.’

      Daphne took Karalyn’s hand. ‘Sorry, daughter. I went too far. I forgave you long ago for what happened to Keir, and I shouldn’t be bringing it up. It’s the shock of it, to think that he’s married the first pretty girl he meets. She’s laughing at us right now.’

      ‘She’s in Amatskouri, with the Rahain army poised to attack. I’m sure she has other things on her mind. Can you at least forget about it for a while, so we can get this over with?’

      Daphne nodded. ‘You’re right; there’s work to be done.’ She straightened her back. ‘I’m ready.’

      They left the roof by the stairs, and descended to the upper floor of the keep. Karalyn pushed the door of the chamber open, and they walked inside.

      ‘So the Holdfasts have deigned to join us?’ said Shella. ‘Darine and I were about to give up and get drunk; use the Quadrant as an ashtray.’

      Daphne frowned. ‘Shut up, you Rakanese witch.’

      Shella laughed.

      ‘A bit of preparation first,’ said Daphne. She went to a shelf where a rack of rolled up maps had been placed, selected one and took it down. She walked over to the table and laid it flat. ‘Gather round.’

      Karalyn and Darine joined her by the table.

      ‘This plan of the city is a little old,’ she said. ‘See, it still has the buildings of the Upper City as they used to be, before the Emperor destroyed it in five-oh-seven.’ She paused. ‘Nearly twenty years ago, though I remember it like it was yesterday.’

      ‘Get on with it,’ said Shella, standing and walking over with a glass in her hand.

      Daphne pointed. ‘Tomorrow’s coronation will take place here, at the Church of the Creator, the largest religious building in the Lower City. We’ll appear somewhere quiet, then we’ll find out where the Blackhold pretender is staying. Asher will be close by, watching over him, no doubt.’

      ‘Do we kill the Blackholds as well?’ said Shella.

      ‘No,’ said Daphne, ‘except for Sable. If that traitor is there, we kill her on sight.’

      ‘But if we leave Holder Black alive,’ said Shella, ‘won’t he still become king in the morning?’

      ‘His death won’t be necessary. I’ll penetrate his basest fears, and make him publically renounce all claims to the throne. He’ll be finished.’

      ‘You’re going to mess with his head, you mean?’

      ‘Thoroughly.’

      ‘Who’s Sable?’ said Darine. ‘How will I recognise her?’

      ‘Dyam told me she was one of the best vision mages in the empire,’ said Karalyn, ‘but she was working for the Rahain the whole time. She killed Nyane.’

      ‘And captured Kelsey,’ said Daphne. ‘We must be alert. If Sable does turn out to be helping her uncle, then Kelsey might be nearby.’

      ‘Not if she’s fallen into Asher’s hands, sorry to say,’ said Shella. ‘We must be prepared for that too.’

      ‘No,’ said Daphne, ‘I’ll not think of that. Kelsey’s alive, my little girl. I was right about Keir and I’m right about her.’

      Shella nodded. ‘Fair enough.’

      ‘Are we ready?’ said Karalyn.

      ‘Do you have a location in mind?’ said Daphne.

      ‘The backstreets by the merchants’ district.’

      ‘That’ll do.’

      The others reached out to take hold of Karalyn as she unwrapped the Quadrant from where it lay on the table, feeling the soft metal against the skin of her fingers.

      Command me.

      Rosewater Lane, Holdings City. Go.

      The chamber dissolved, replaced by a dark, narrow alleyway. The sky above still held onto its blue, but was darkening to the east, while a rose red lit up the west.

      ‘Hoods,’ said Karalyn.

      Daphne tutted as she pulled the hood over her head. ‘To think I have to conceal myself inside my own city. The world is upside down.’

      ‘Should I check for Asher?’

      ‘Not yet, Kara-bear. We’ll scout out the roads to the Church of the Creator first.’ She glanced down the alley. ‘Follow me.’

      They stole down the lane, with Daphne in the lead and Darine staying to the rear, her shield slung over her back. At the junction with a larger street, they paused. On the road were citizens of Holdings City, walking home from work, or standing in small groups, talking. Troopers were clustered at the main junctions, watching the crowds.

      ‘Daughter,’ said Daphne; ‘make us unseen, please.’

      Karalyn took in the soldiers and civilians, and concentrated.

      You do not see us.

      ‘It’s done,’ she said, ‘but there are a lot of them, so we’ll need to be quick.’

      ‘Understood,’ said Daphne, stepping out into the street.

      People walked past her, oblivious to her presence. She turned to the others. ‘Come on. Stay close together.’

      They hurried down the street, then Daphne took another lane to the left, and they followed it. The far end of the alley opened out onto a large square, with a tall, stone building in its centre, its twin spires towering above the neighbouring tenements. Outside its large front doors was a long row of wagons, with workers unloading and carrying crates and boxes into the church. A few troopers stood around, keeping an eye on them.

      ‘The Church of the Creator,’ Daphne said. ‘They’re preparing for the coronation. In the morning, this square will be crammed with people.’ She turned to the others. ‘If we allow the ceremony to go ahead.’

      ‘What now?’ said Shella.

      ‘Now,’ said Daphne, ‘I intend to read the mind of whomever over there is in charge. Bear with me a moment.’

      The others waited as Daphne’s eyes hazed over. Karalyn glanced at the workers. She sensed the stream of power coming from her mother, making a low, thrumming sound that had been familiar to her since before she was born. She watched as the power latched onto a woman wearing the dark blue uniform of a court official. It remained there for a few moments, then Daphne blinked, her power returning to her body.

      ‘Damn it,’ she said. ‘The Blackholds are not in the Lower City.’

      ‘What about Asher?’ said Shella.

      ‘She was here a while ago, issuing orders, but she’s on her way to meet with the pretender.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘The Upper City.’

      Karalyn frowned, her eyes drawn up to the vast bulk of the rocky promontory ahead of them.

      ‘What the fuck are they doing up there?’ said Shella. ‘I thought it was all destroyed.’

      ‘They’ve been digging in the palace,’ Daphne said, ‘trying to retrieve the old crown jewels in time for the coronation. Holder Black is obviously desperate for any token of legitimacy, if he thinks a rusty old sceptre will make him a king.’

      ‘Who else is up there?’ said Karalyn.

      ‘Holder Black, his brother, and a couple of squads of guards.’

      ‘That doesn’t make any sense,’ said Shella. ‘If they want to find something, why don’t they have a hundred workers up there, digging away? Is Holder Black excavating in person?’

      ‘I agree,’ said Daphne, ‘but it doesn’t change our plan. Whatever they’re up to, it won’t save them. Asher left in a carriage a while ago, so she’ll probably be near the summit of the Upper City. We’ll need to hurry.’

      ‘How far is it?’ said Darine.

      ‘We’ll have to go via the Royal Ramp,’ said Daphne; ‘it’s the only way up. A half hour run?’

      ‘I’m not running,’ said Shella. ‘I did enough of that in Rainsby and it nearly killed me. Why don’t we find a nice tavern, and wait until they come back down again?’

      Daphne frowned. ‘Maybe.’

      ‘No way,’ said Karalyn. ‘We could be here for hours. I say we go, and get this over with.’

      ‘Then Darine will have to carry me,’ said Shella, folding her arms. ‘I refuse to jog.’

      ‘I’ve got a better idea,’ Karalyn said. ‘I’ve been to the Royal Ramp, once when I was younger. It was closed off, but I remember standing on the bridge that led from the cavalry garrison.’

      ‘I know it well,’ said Daphne. She glanced at Shella. ‘We’ll still have to walk to the top from there.’

      The Rakanese mage scowled. ‘Fine.’

      ‘Grab on,’ said Karalyn, slipping her hand inside her cloak to where the Quadrant lay.

      Bridge by the Royal Ramp. Go.

      They appeared in the middle of a group of soldiers guarding the Lower City side of the bridge. As they jumped in fright, some went for their crossbows.

      We are not here! Forget us.

      The troopers stood frozen for a second, then relaxed.

      Shella laughed. ‘Holy shit, that was fun.’

      They eased through the group and crossed the wide bridge. The far end led onto a long, steep ramp, with a turn halfway up. A barricade that had been blocking the beginning of the ramp was lying to either side, dismantled. Daphne glanced at the river running beneath their feet for a moment, then they started up the hill.

      ‘This is the first time I’ve ever walked it,’ Daphne said. ‘It’s steeper than I remember.’

      ‘That’s just great,’ said Shella, already starting to lag behind as they climbed. ‘It’s not fair. One of you has battle-vision, and the other two have Kellach-length legs.’

      ‘I thought amphibians had strong legs,’ said Daphne; ‘all that hopping.’

      ‘Ha ha. You’re hilarious, you know that?’

      They reached the halfway point of the ramp, and the road swerved to the left. Karalyn glanced back as they climbed, gazing at the Lower City as the streetlamps were being lit. The sky above was clear, and the seven stars were shining down on them. There was a chill wind, but it felt refreshing.

      ‘Do you remember last winter?’ said her mother. ‘Compare this weather to Severton. This is like a summer’s evening in Kellach Brigdomin.’

      ‘Remind me never to go,’ said Shella.

      ‘I miss it,’ said Karalyn.

      ‘You would,’ said her mother. She glanced at Shella. ‘My daughter had dreams of settling down as a peasant girl; farming a little patch of wind-scoured land where it rains every day.’

      ‘There are worse dreams,’ Shella said.

      Karalyn smiled. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Not that I’d want to do it,’ said Shella. ‘I hate farms; I hate the cold, and I hate the rain. At least you had Lennox to keep you warm at night.’

      ‘Evidently,’ said Daphne; ‘Cael and Kyra had to come from somewhere.’

      ‘Please, mother, don’t talk about my sex life.’

      ‘Or lack thereof.’

      Karalyn’s mind went back to her visit to Lennox, and she smiled.

      Her mother frowned at her. ‘What’s that grin for? Is there something going on? Have you been…?’

      ‘Has Karalyn been a naughty girl?’ Shella said. ‘Has she been using the Quadrant to get laid?’

      Karalyn glanced away.

      ‘She has!’ said Shella.

      ‘Just the once,’ said Karalyn. ‘I.. I missed him.’

      ‘So you’re back together?’ said Darine.

      ‘I don’t know. Maybe. Aye.’

      ‘Good,’ said Daphne. ‘It was about time you sorted all that out. Does this mean you can look past the whole Rainsby affair?’

      ‘Not quite,’ she said, ‘but I’m getting there. It’ll always be between us, I think, but I too have acted on anger, and done unnecessary harm.’

      ‘Did you?’ said Shella. ‘When was that?’

      ‘Are you referring to the governor of Rainsby?’ said Daphne.

      ‘Aye.’

      Daphne and Shella glanced at each other.

      ‘I know you think it was nothing,’ said Karalyn, ‘but I destroyed that man’s life.’

      Darine raised her arm and the others fell into silence. Karalyn glanced up the slope and saw a carriage in the distance. It was parked at the top of the ramp, where the road met a twisted lake of frozen stone. They hurried up the hill, keeping to the thick shadows. Standing by the carriage were two troopers, while another pair were sitting up on the driver’s bench, holding the reins of the four horses under harness.

      Karalyn gazed at them. You do not see us.

      ‘I’ve made us invisible,’ she whispered to the others. ‘There’s no sign of Asher.’

      They crept by the carriage and the guards, and walked onto the warped surface of the citadel, the layers of rippling rock glinting in the light from the carriage lamp. They continued on, crossing a low mound, and entered a larger, flatter expanse.

      ‘Holders Square,’ said Daphne, ‘or what’s left of it. The palace was ahead, where those tents and wagons are.’

      ‘Is anyone there?’ said Shella.

      Daphne shook her head.

      ‘Then where’s Asher?’

      Karalyn reached out with her powers, trying to sense the archmage. She rose up, and looked down upon the summit of the high promontory. The palace mound was in the centre, and beyond lay the vast, collapsed bulk of the cathedral. There was no movement anywhere. She felt a tingle of powers coming from somewhere. Somewhere close.

      She raised her protective shields as a burst of Sanang death powers struck them, the sheer energy of the blast knocking them off their feet. The death powers surged and battered against her defences, but she held fast, buffeting them away as they crouched on the glassy ground.

      Asher strode into view, trailing a long sword, its tip sparking off the surface of the ground.

      ‘Did you think I wouldn’t sense you use the Quadrant?’ she said. ‘You are like children playing with a machine you do not understand.’

      Shella raised her hand. ‘Die.’

      Asher strained for a moment, then swept her fingers in a line. Shella was thrown backwards, as if struck by a powerful blow. She landed with a crash onto the side of the palace mound, and lay still.

      Daphne got to her feet and drew her sword.

      ‘Have you forgotten what happened the last time we fought?’ said Asher.

      ‘You thrashed me,’ she said. ‘It was a useful lesson.’

      Asher swung her sword round to the front, and the two warriors faced each other. Karalyn tugged Darine’s sleeve, and they edged their way behind Daphne, towards where Shella was lying. As Darine kept her shield up, Karalyn crouched by the body of the Rakanese mage. Her eyes were closed, but her breath was steady. Karalyn went into her mind.

      ‘She’s alright,’ she said, ‘but she’ll have a terrible hangover when she wakes up.’

      She glanced back to her mother. She and Asher were slowly circling each other, back and forth. Karalyn tried to get into the archmage’s head, but the protective films covering Asher’s eyes kept her out.

      Daphne leapt, her sword flashing.

      Asher raised her weapon to block, but Daphne ducked and spun, her blade slicing a deep gash across the archmage’s thigh. Daphne rolled back to her feet as Asher staggered. Her sword was a foot longer than Daphne’s sabre, and its reach was keeping her mother back.

      Asher smiled as the wound on her leg healed. ‘You’re faster than you were, I admit, but I could take blows like that all day. You, on the other hand, will be finished with one.’

      She lunged out, her movement as quick as Daphne’s response. The two blades struck, and Asher pushed Daphne back. The Holdings mage rolled under the swinging blade and struck upwards, the tip of her sword piercing Asher below her breastplate. She scrambled away, and resumed her guard stance as blood gushed from Asher’s side.

      ‘I should help,’ said Darine. ‘If we both attack at once we’ll have a better chance of getting her.’

      Asher spat blood onto the ground as the blood flow ceased. She raised her sword and cried out, charging. Daphne parried, blocking the frenzied attacks as Asher lashed out, her blade driving down. Daphne’s feet danced as she kept Asher at bay, fending off the blows, while dashing in and nicking the archmage at every opportunity. The front of Asher’s armour was rent with several blows, but every cut and injury she sustained was healed in seconds. Karalyn watched helplessly, her hand clutching onto Shella. Darine stood, and approached the duelling pair.

      Daphne dodged a lunge and stepped behind Asher’s guard, plunging the sabre into her stomach. The archmage cried out in pain, then grasped the blade with her free hand, ripping it from Daphne’s grip. She staggered backwards a few paces, blood pouring from the wound, then pulled the sabre out.

      Darine charged, her sword up. Asher tossed the sabre aside and took her longsword in both hands. She swung, faster that Darine could block, and in two strikes, her shield had split, battered by Asher’s blade. Darine was driven back, sinking to one knee as Asher closed in. Daphne pulled a knife from her boot and stabbed Asher in the side of the neck. Asher turned, and grabbed Daphne by the throat, the sword in her other hand keeping Darine pinned back.

      Karalyn watched in desperate horror as the life was squeezed from her mother. She ran to where the sabre had been thrown, picked it up, and rushed back. Asher was ignoring her, staring into Daphne’s eyes as she choked her. Karalyn raised the sword, unable to take her glance off the blood streaking the sabre’s blade. She closed her eyes, and plunged it into Asher’s back, thrusting deep.

      Asher let go of Daphne, and sunk to her knees. The sabre was pulled from Karalyn’s hands as Asher stumbled forward, trying to get to her feet. Daphne scrambled out of her way, her boots sliding over the slick surface. She reached Karalyn, who helped her up. Asher was before them, her head lowered as she struggled to get up from her knees.

      Daphne’s hand flashed out, and pulled the sabre from Asher’s back. She raised her arm, and swung it down, striking Asher’s neck and severing her head from her body.

      ‘For Killop,’ Daphne gasped, blood seeping from the corner of her mouth. She fell, and Karalyn caught her. She lowered her to the ground, crouching by her.

      ‘She did it,’ said Darine, gazing at the body of the archmage sprawled on the ground. She dropped the broken fragments of her shield and sheathed her sword.

      ‘You there, halt!’ cried a voice.

      Karalyn turned, and saw a group of soldiers running from the direction of the cathedral ruins.

      ‘Get Shella, quickly,’ she said.

      Darine rushed off, and Karalyn watched the soldiers approach, Daphne’s head cradled on her knees. The guards were armoured and held crossbows. At their rear strode two men in long, black cloaks.

      The first soldiers reached them as Darine was carrying Shella’s unconscious body over to where Karalyn crouched by Daphne. The cloaked men barged their way to the front, then halted when they saw the archmage. Their eyes went even wider when they realised who was lying in Karalyn’s arms.

      ‘Holdfasts!’ cried one, Holder Black. He turned to the guards. ‘Kill them.’

      Darine crouched over, shielding Shella from the soldiers as they pointed their weapons.

      Sleep, Karalyn commanded, but the first crossbow bolts were already in the air.

      The guards fell to the ground, their weapons clattering onto the warped stone surface.

      Darine toppled over, spilling Shella, who fell to the ground. Karalyn rushed to the Domm’s woman’s side. Three bolts were embedded in her back.

      ‘You’ll be fine,’ Karalyn said, as Darine sank to the ground. ‘We just need to get back to Colsbury.’

      She glanced around. Shella and Daphne remained unconscious, while the guards and the two Blackholds were in a deep sleep. She dragged Shella over by the boot, then hauled her mother up by the shoulders. She staggered, the ground slippery with blood, then lay her mother down next to Shella.

      ‘Right,’ she said to Darine. ‘Let’s…’ Her words trailed off.

      Darine was lying on her back, her eyes open, her body still.

      Karalyn fought back bitter tears as she clutched onto Darine, searching for signs of life; but her eyes were dead. Rage filled Karalyn, raw anger that her friend had been snatched away from her, and for what? A stupid crown?

      She stood, wrath burning inside her. She walked over to where the two men in black cloaks lay. She raised her hands, and unleashed her powers, burning their minds into the void of oblivion; tearing down their memories and consciousness, and destroying their sentience.

      She lowered her hands. The two men were convulsing on the ground by her feet. She should feel horror, but she felt nothing. She knew she would cry over Darine, but she had nothing for the men who had taken her life.

      She walked back to where Shella and her mother were lying on the ground. She crouched by them, and placed Shella’s hand in her mother’s, then draped Darine’s arm over Shella. She touched her mother’s shoulder with one hand, and took the Quadrant from her cloak.

      Command me.

      Karalyn choked back the tears as her eyes began to fill. Asher was dead, but so was Darine. She had been wrong, and her mistake had cost the life of her friend. Tears overcame her as she imagined the funeral that would take place, and the words that she would have to say by the graveside. She should have learned from Rainsby, but hadn’t. That was it. No more using the Quadrant to kill.

      Colsbury. Go.
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      Amatskouri, Imperial Plateau – 14th Day, First Third Winter 526

      Thorn strode across the snow-covered battlefield, a small squad of troopers surrounding her for close protection. The ground was riven by craters, ditches and the twisting lines of defensive trenches, where the bodies of Holdings and Rahain lay dead in piles.

      She flicked out her hand, and five Rahain fell to the muddy, churned up soil, snow settling on their uniforms and lifeless corpses. Crossbow bolts periodically filled the air. One minute there would be nothing, then a whoosh would come from somewhere near the enemy lines, and a thick forest of bolts would pulse through the snow-filled sky. Two of Thorn’s guards had fallen, and she had been struck herself; a glancing blow off her left shoulder that she had healed in an instant. In the lowered visibility, she saw an injured Rahain soldier try to crawl away, a wound in his leg trailing blood across the mud and snow. She caught up with him, crouched down, and placed the skin of her bare hand against his back. She withdrew his life force in a single burst, leaving a dried-up corpse on the ground as her guards looked the other way.

      Ahead, through the blizzard, lay thousands more Rahain, charging across the open countryside in an all out assault on the defensive perimeter of Amatskouri. They had arrived two days previously, and had encircled the city on the landward side, while Rahain warships were blockading and bombarding the harbour. To her left, Thorn thought she could make out a glow of flames through the storm. She hoped it was Keir, though it could just as easily be one of the archmages.

      A platoon of Rahain burst through the gloom a few yards to their right. Their uniforms were ragged, and some had no boots and were traversing the frozen ground barefooted.

      Thorn swept her hand from left to right, feeling the power of the injured soldier coursing through her. The platoon fell, each wearing a death mask of agony. A second wave appeared, following the first, and Thorn dealt with them in the same manner, sending a pulse of death into their hearts that sent them sprawling to the ground.

      One of her guards cried out, a crossbow bolt whistling past his shield and striking him in the stomach. He doubled over as the squad halted. Thorn turned, and leaned over, the sound of the man’s cries drowning out the roar of battle all around.

      ‘Remove that,’ she said to her sergeant.

      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ she said, kneeling down by the wounded trooper. She put her knee against his chest and ripped the bolt from his abdomen.

      The man released a howl of pain, which cut off as Thorn laid her hand on the wound. She sent forth her power into him, closing the hole in his stomach. He convulsed, then opened his eyes.

      ‘Can you carry on?’ she said.

      ‘Yes, ma’am. Thank you, ma’am.’

      ‘Look out!’ cried another guard.

      Thorn turned to see ranks of Rahain emerge from the blizzard. Line upon line of the soldiers were moving across the front, their left wing only yards from where the soulwitch was crouching amid her guards.

      Her hand whipped up, and she shot a surge of power across the front rank. Dozens fell, causing panic among the soldiers behind them. Some turned and ran, while others bunched together, looking for the source. Thorn focussed, and began picking off groups at a time, her energy levels falling with each burst. Her guard had formed a circle round her, their shields out, and were loosing their crossbows at any Rahain that got too close to the soulwitch.

      The last of the Rahain broke and ran, disappearing into the snowstorm and leaving only the bodies behind. Thorn staggered to her feet, light-headed and exhausted. She scanned the battlefield for any survivors. Her last bursts had been weaker; maybe some were still alive.

      ‘I need more power,’ she said to the guards, who understood her meaning without any further explanation.

      The sergeant nodded to a pair of troopers and they ran off into the field of corpses, nudging some with bows or kicking them with their boots.

      ‘Got one!’ cried a trooper. ‘Playing dead.’

      Thorn and the rest of the guards hurried to the spot, and the soulwitch glanced down at the living Rahain soldier that had been found. Her uniform was no better than rags, and she looked like she was still in her teens. Thorn hardened her heart and placed a palm against the soldier’s forehead. Her guards looked away as Thorn took what she needed, draining the life from the soldier.

      She stood and scanned the front. All around lay dead Rahain peasant-soldiers, the snow piling up on their bodies.

      ‘We should move down the line,’ she said. ‘I think we may have scared off the enemy in this area.’

      The sergeant nodded, and they turned to the right. The snowfall was getting heavier, and thick flakes flurried through the air. The sun was nowhere to be seen, and the mid afternoon felt like late evening. Shadowy figures slowly emerged from the gloom as Thorn and the guards threaded their way past bodies and earth gouged up by boulders flung from the Rahain lines.

      She raised her hand as a group of enemy soldiers rushed across the broken landscape. Ten fell screaming, and Thorn pressed on. To her right a trench became visible. In it were Holdings troopers, standing up on ledges, loosing crossbows and holding out rows of long pikes. Thorn brought down another dozen soldiers charging the trench, her powers flowing through her like a river in spate. The Holdings troopers let out a roaring cheer as they saw her stepping through the snow, her pale blue cloak rendering her almost invisible against the grey murk.

      She turned away from the trench as a mass of Rahain soldiers broke through the haze, charging heedless through the mud. Thorn lifted both arms and flung them to either side, sending a great wave of power that rippled through the Rahain ranks, felling scores. Screaming filled the air; an intense wail of agony. The attack ceased; the few survivors dropping their shields and fleeing.

      ‘Lady Soulwitch,’ cried a voice behind her.

      She turned.

      ‘I bring an urgent message from army command,’ the young scout said. He scrambled up from the trench to stand in front of her.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Archmages Agatha and Racine have broken through the first and second lines of defence,’ the scout said, ‘and all mages have been ordered to retreat to the city barricades.’

      Thorn cursed. ‘Where did they break through?’

      The scout gestured to the trench, and they climbed down into the snow and mud-filled channel. He took out a folded map, and pointed.

      ‘Agatha attacked from the north, by the river,’ he said, ‘while Racine struck between Lord Keir’s position and here.’

      Thorn nodded. It had most likely been Racine’s fire powers she had seen being used before. The soulwitch had taken up position at the southern end of the defensive perimeter, closest to the shore of the Inner Sea, after they had tried to guess where the archmages would attack. They had been wrong.

      A rumble came from the direction of the Rahain lines.

      ‘They’re regrouping for another attack,’ said her sergeant.

      Thorn reached out her hand to climb up out of the trench.

      ‘Sorry, ma’am,’ said the scout, ‘but the commanders said you were to withdraw immediately.’

      ‘Don’t worry,’ she said; ‘I won’t be a moment.’

      She reached the top of the trench and surveyed the landscape through the swirling snow. The Rahain attackers were still out of sight, but she could her the thump of their boots approach. She lifted her hands. She would require a lot of power for what she was about to attempt, but if it worked, then the Rahain attack would be destroyed without her having to be there.

      She paused for a moment, considering the morality of what she was going to do. Was it cruel? Barbaric? Did she have any right?

      Her qualms dropped away as the sound of the approaching enemy grew louder. She sent her power out into the bodies of those she had killed minutes earlier. Enough time had elapsed that would make the risen folk creatures rather than the men and women they had been before. The bodies stirred. The majority were uninjured, having fallen at her hand rather than from a sword blow or bolt wound, and they staggered to their feet.

      Within a few moments, more than a hundred soldiers had risen. Each one was staring at her, their mouths slightly open, their faces devoid of any expression; their arms hanging loose by their sides.

      Ignoring the gasps she heard coming from the trench behind her, she strode towards the risen.

      ‘Turn,’ she commanded them in a powerful voice.

      The risen shuffled round to face away from the trench.

      ‘Run,’ she cried; ‘fight; kill.’

      The hundred risen raced forward, rushing over the broken ground in the direction of the Rahain assault. Thorn waited until their backs had vanished into the billowing snow, then climbed down into the trench.

      Around her, no one spoke. Fear and horror were etched into the eyes of many. Some were unable to glance in her direction, while others stared.

      She nodded to the wide-eyed scout. ‘To the barricades.’
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        * * *

      

      The city was in confusion by the time Thorn had travelled the six miles to its outer edges. Racine was assaulting the dense streets to the north, while reports had Agatha reaching the first of Amatskouri’s great bridges over the river that cut the city in two. The defensive lines were holding in every sector of the front, excepting the two holes punched through by the archmages.

      Thorn took a carriage along the sea front, passing the large clay pits, and then the beachfront apartments by the Inner Sea. The streets were filling with snow faster than they could be cleared, and, despite the weather, hundreds of workers, soldiers and militia were out on the roads, organising the traffic, shovelling snow, or heading off to confront the archmages.

      The carriage came to a halt a few hundred yards short of the bridge that led to the government and military headquarters, the snow blocking the line of wagons trying to pass. Thorn pulled her cloak tight, and jumped down to the cobbled street, her boots sinking into four inches of snow. With her guards clustered round her, they set off through the storm, leaning into the strong winds as they gusted along the narrow streets. Soldiers were guarding the end of the bridge as they emerged from a lane onto a wide boulevard. They waved Thorn through, and the small group hurried over the cold waters. Bodies were floating in the river, coming down from the northern edge of the city where Agatha was advancing. Some of the bodies were burned, others were without a head; and they were piling up by the arched stone piers of the bridge.

      More soldiers greeted them at the far end, and they were escorted across the street and through the grand entrance of the great building that housed the Amatskourian government. It was built of pale cream sandstone, and towered above the neighbouring rooftops. Inside, Thorn was led to a large hall near the front of the building, where the military commanders had set up their office. Maps and charts were plastered over the walls, and groups of officers and government officials talked, or were poring over documents laid out on tables.

      A hush descended over the room as Thorn entered.

      ‘Greetings,’ she said. ‘Where is the stormwitch?’

      ‘He has not returned from the front, my lady,’ said a general, walking towards her. ‘He told our scout that he was going to turn south, to confront Archmage Racine. Frankly, I wasn’t sure if either of you were going to obey the summons to return.’

      ‘I understand the need to coordinate our efforts, General.’

      ‘Whereas Lord Keir had other ideas?’

      ‘You speak in ignorance. From Keir’s position on the front, he would have to go right past Racine in order to get here. He used his initiative, and I intend to support him.’

      ‘But, my lady, Agatha is striking down the riverfront. She has already reached the second bridge, and if she is not stopped, she will be in the city centre in under an hour. Thousands have already died at her hand, and she is the superior of the two archmages. If Lord Keir is dealing with Racine, then, to coordinate our efforts, as you said, you should move against Agatha.’

      ‘No,’ Thorn said. ‘The archmages will defeat us if we strike alone. We will only win if we attack in numbers, and as Keir has committed to attacking Racine, then that is where I must go. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have an archmage to fight, while you stand here talking.’

      She turned, and noticed Belinda standing by a table. The young woman was staring at her. They hadn’t spoken in three days, after rowing again about swearing loyalty to the Empress. Thorn knew that Belinda had returned to the imperial headquarters, but was unsure if she had sworn.

      Thorn decided to ignore her, but changed her mind at the door. She turned.

      ‘Hello, Belinda.’

      ‘Thorn.’

      ‘I’m off to fight Racine,’ Thorn said. ‘Do you want to come?’

      Belinda continued to stare at her, while the room remained quiet.

      ‘Oh well,’ said Thorn. ‘Take care.’

      ‘Wait,’ Belinda said. She glanced over at a group of officers, then dropped the paperwork she was carrying onto the table. ‘Yes. I’ll come.’

      ‘Agent Belinda,’ called out a voice. ‘Remain where you are; that’s an order.’

      Belinda turned to the officer. ‘No. I’m going with Thorn. She’s right; we need to hit them in numbers, and I’ll do more good out there than being stuck in here. Good bye.’

      Thorn smiled as they walked out of the room, ignoring the shouts behind them. Her guards glanced around for a moment, unsure of what to do.

      ‘We’re with her,’ said the sergeant, and the guards formed up, escorting Thorn and Belinda from the building.

      ‘Thank you,’ Thorn said as they stepped back out into the howling blizzard.

      Belinda wrapped her cloak round her, the wind blowing her hair in wild tangles.

      ‘I’m not doing it for you,’ she said. ‘I’m doing it for the empire.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was a twenty minute struggle to get back across the bridge and walk towards where they guessed Racine would be. Civilians were fleeing in panic, blocking the narrow streets. Many had taken to the canals, and were piloting barges and low-keeled vessels towards safer parts of the city. They spoke of the archmage as they passed Thorn and Belinda, though few had actually seen her.

      The snow stopped and the air stilled as the last flakes drifted to the ground. The clouds overhead remained thick and dense, and were reflecting back the yellow glow of the streetlamps being lit for evening. Despite the approach of the archmages, Amatskourian workers were doing their jobs, battling to keep the streets clear of snow, and lighting the lamps. Thorn watched as a work crew passed, shovels over their shoulders, the crowds of fleeing civilians drawing aside to let them through.

      Thorn turned back to the street, and saw a plume of smoke rise over the roofs ahead of them. With the skies clear again, she made out a further dozen pillars of smoke over the city, marking the twin trails of destruction wrought by the two archmages. They took a side street to avoid the escaping civilians, and hurried towards the closest patch of smoke, crossing a canal with bodies, furniture and clothes floating on its surface. A fire became visible through the tight streets ahead of them, and they slowed, Belinda taking the lead.

      There was a rumble from the darkening clouds, and the snow started falling again, gently at first, then heavier, until it was as bad as before. Thick swirls blocked out the sight of the flames ahead barring a dull red glow, and they carried on, keeping under the eaves of the alleyway. Visibility fell further as the clouds grew darker overhead, and another rumble echoed down from them.

      They came into a small square, and halted before a carpet of bodies. Men, women and children lay sprawled across the ground, filling every inch of the square, their cold corpses half covered by the snow. Piles of luggage lay littered by the bodies; some had fallen open, their contents billowing in the sharp wind.

      ‘Racine’s handiwork,’ said Belinda.

      Thorn nodded, recognising the manner in which the civilians had been slaughtered. There were no visible wounds anywhere on their bodies, but their faces wore the same expressions of agony as the Rahain she herself had killed.

      They picked their way through the square with care, stepping over the prostrate bodies. Belinda gestured to a lane to their left, and they followed her to where it began. Down the lane were more bodies; civilians caught trying to flee by the archmage. The fresh snowfall was starting to cover them in a white shroud, blotting out their individuality and transforming them into featureless heaps on the ground.

      At the far end of the alleyway was the source of the smoke they had seen earlier. As they approached, flames appeared out of the snow-filled air, coming from a tenement block. Fires were raging through the tall building, and flames were pouring from the upper windows. In a semi-circular plaza in front of it, a solitary figure was standing, surrounded by bodies scattered across the cobbles. The figure had her arm raised, and she was directing flames across the rooftops of the tenements, causing them to spread in both directions.

      A long, low rumble of thunder echoed through the air; the clouds above growing angrier and darker. Thorn, Belinda and the squad of guards crouched in the shadows of a high wall a few yards from the plaza. Thorn raised her hand.

      ‘Wait,’ said Belinda; ‘look.’

      Thorn’s gaze followed where Belinda pointed, and she saw another figure emerge from the snow at the opposite end of the plaza. He was tall, and was carrying a mace.

      ‘Keir,’ whispered Thorn.

      Racine had her back to him, her attention focussed on spreading the flames across the entire row of tenements. Their roofs were engulfed in an inferno of fire; the smoke fighting with the incessant snowfall. There was a flash in the sky, and another rumble.

      Racine turned, sensing something. Keir was standing thirty paces from her, his mace in his right hand; his left raised.

      Before the archmage could react, a blinding light ripped through the plaza as a fork of white lightning tore down from the clouds, striking Racine in an explosion of flames and noise. Thorn glanced away, her eyes dazzled by the flash. She blinked, unable to see anything other than the snow around her. Belinda grabbed her arm.

      ‘Come on,’ she said, and they ran out from the shelter of the high wall.

      Racine’s body was smouldering on the cobbles, in the centre of a patch where the snow had been burned away. Her clothes and hair were smoking, and the skin on her face and hands was blistered and burnt.

      ‘Thorn!’ cried Keir.

      She turned, and fell into his arms, as he picked her up and kissed her.

      ‘My stormwitch,’ she said.

      Belinda drew her sword, and walked over to the body of Racine.

      ‘We’ll have to end it,’ she said, ‘before she has time to heal herself.’

      The guards edged round to the other side of Racine, their crossbows aimed at the archmage, as Belinda approached. The body of the archmage was still, and there was no sign she was breathing.

      Belinda gazed down at the body for a moment, then raised her sword.

      Racine’s eyes blinked open as the blade fell, and she rolled out of its reach. A crossbow thrummed, its bolt skittering off the cobles a foot from Racine’s leg. The archmage raised her blistered hand, its flesh hanging in strips, and the bones visible along her index finger.

      Thorn felt the power of death, her power, burst out from the archmage. Within a second, everyone except Belinda and Keir had collapsed to the ground, convulsing. Thorn hit the cobbles, her mage strength battling the intense surge that had left Racine. Her body died and was restored, again and again, until she lay exhausted, but healed, on the ground, snow covering the cloak on her back. She raised her head. The guards lay dead around her. Keir was down to one knee, his hands raised; controlling a thin barrier of fire that he had erected between him and the archmage. Their eyes met for a moment, and she could see that he was as exhausted as she was.

      The sound of steel make her turn. In the centre of the plaza, Racine and Belinda were fighting, their swords clashing as they danced round each other. Both were using battle-vision, their speed a blur through the heavy snow. Thorn lifted her fingers, but was too weak to send out any powers. Racine had healed herself; her dark skin was smooth again, and her shock of white hair restored, and she seemed to be improving as the fight went on; her powers even greater than they had been before.

      It had not merely been death powers, Thorn realised. Racine had pulled strength from her, sapping her energy until she could barely lift her arm. Keir edged closer to her, extinguishing his flame-shield.

      He put his hand on her shoulder, and they watched as Racine began to push Belinda back, her experience and speed overpowering her. They exchanged nicks and slashes, each healing as soon as the injury had been dealt. Racine forced Belinda up against a wall, her sword hammering down on Belinda’s defences. Racine broke past her guard and plunged her blade into Belinda’s stomach. She withdrew it and slashed a blow down Belinda’s chest. The young woman fell, blood pouring from her ripped leather cuirass. Racine stood over her as Belinda struck the cobbles.

      ‘You would never have let me beat you in the old days,’ Racine said, then plunged her sword down. Its tip sliced into Belinda’s breastplate, passing through her heart and embedding itself deep into the cobbles.

      Racine took a step back, then ripped the other sword from Belinda’s quivering hand. Her whole body was shaking, pinned to the cobbles amid a pool of blood that was spreading out under her. Racine turned, a grim smile on her lips. She saw Keir and Thorn crouching a few yards away.

      Keir jumped to his feet, and raised his hand. A huge gout of flame dislodged itself from the roof of the burning tenement and fell down onto Racine. The archmage raised her own hand, and the flames stopped a yard over her head as if hitting an invisible barrier. She flicked her hand and the flames rushed towards Keir. He dived to the cobbles as the fireball blasted the ground next to him. Thorn put her hands over her head as cobbles and stones rained down on them through the snow. Keir was lying still a few paces away, and she rushed over to him as Racine approached.

      ‘Soulwitch,’ she said. ‘Different city; same outcome. I thought you would have learned your lesson from Stretton Sands. You cannot defeat us; this world is ours.’

      Thorn turned her glance from Keir’s closed eyes, drawn to the plight of Belinda.

      ‘She’ll live,’ said Racine. ‘Agatha will want to speak to her, to see if there’s any way to bring the old Belinda back.’

      ‘Why are you telling me this?’ Thorn said. ‘Why don’t you just kill us and get it over with?’

      ‘Because, with you, my deal still stands. You have fought well in this war, and there’s no need to kill you when you could serve my needs in so many ways. That’s just me, though; Agatha takes a different view, but if you swear loyalty to me, I’ll protect you from her. I like you, Thorn, you have oceans of untapped potential that I could mould. And besides, it’s been a few centuries since I had an apprentice.’

      Thorn bit her tongue.

      ‘I see your thoughts are protected,’ Racine said, ‘Was it Karalyn Holdfast who erected the barriers in your mind?’

      ‘It was.’

      Racine nodded. ‘She is also the reason why I cannot kill the boy here.’ She glanced at Keir. ‘His sister saved my life, and did something to my head, to bend my will, to force me to reciprocate her act of mercy. I understand what she’s done, but I can’t overturn it. It matters not, it was me she bewitched; Agatha will be unaffected.’

      ‘Karalyn is a powerful mage.’

      ‘If you were to join us, would you fear her?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Racine said nothing for a moment as the snow fell onto her hair and back. Thorn rose to her feet, the unconscious body of Keir lying next to her. Belinda’s struggles had slowed, and her tremors subsided, though her head was juddering and lolling.

      Thorn’s legs were weak beneath her as she tried to gather her thoughts. She was cornered, her energy reserves consumed, while the archmage a few paces in front of her was glowing with power. If she refused to join her, Racine would kill her, but if the price of her life was Keir, it was too much to pay. Agatha would murder him the moment she laid eyes on him. She thought of the Empress, wondering if she owed anything to the distant ruler, a woman who had tried to block her every step of the way.

      ‘I have conditions,’ she said.

      Racine glanced up at her. ‘You impertinent girl. Conditions? You should be on your knees weeping with tears of gratitude at the immense favour I am prepared to bestow on you. Do you think I haven’t been looking over the mortal mages of this world, judging who, if any, deserve to be spared the coming destruction?’

      Thorn kept her chin up, but said nothing.

      ‘The Holdfasts are the best,’ Racine went on, ‘but they have proved uncontrollable, and so must be eradicated. At least one will survive, however,’ she said, smiling at the unconscious figure of Keir. ‘His younger brother will be alive for a few years yet as he undergoes training.’

      ‘Corthie?’ said Thorn.

      ‘If that was his name. A Kellach Brigdomin with battle-vision? I could make a lot of money in Lostwell if I had more like that.’

      ‘What about Keir?’ said Thorn. ‘He has fire powers as well as vision. He must be worth a lot more alive than dead.’

      ‘He is,’ said Racine, ‘but he’s a Holdfast, and he has traces of the dream powers that elude us, so he has to die. Was that your demand; that he live?’

      ‘No. It was about my mother. Is she alive?’

      ‘I believe so. I haven’t been in the Rahain Capital for some time, but Agatha says that she is alive and well there. I’m sure we could arrange a family get-together once the wars are over. Does this mean we have a deal?’

      Thorn wiped the snow from her face. ‘If I say yes, what happens next?’

      ‘Then you help me carry Belinda and Keir to a wagon, and we continue into the centre of the city. I have arranged to join up with Agatha by the harbour district, in order to destroy whatever remains of the Amatskourian government. Once we meet her, say nothing. I’ll protect you, if she tries to kill you.’

      Thorn glanced at Keir, the snow half-covering his form. If she said no, then he would die as well as she; was that better than chancing everything for survival?

      She went down to one knee as Racine smiled. The snow was inches deep, and getting heavier with every passing minute. She reached out and took Keir’s hand, then glanced up at the archmage.

      ‘I pledge myself to you.’
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      Inner Sea – 14th Day, First Third Winter 526

      ‘We can’t sail in this weather, sir,’ one of the marines called over the sound of the wind. ‘The storm will send us to all four corners of the Inner Sea.’

      Lennox glanced at the falling snow. The afternoon light was fading, although there had been no sign of the sun all day; just thick clouds, and snow. Seven of his group’s cutters were tied up in the narrow creek, and the crews were huddled along the stone quayside.

      ‘We have our orders,’ he said, his voice loud enough to carry to every marine. ‘Strip the boats of any unnecessary weight. We’ll be leaving in an hour.’

      The faces of the marines hardened in the gloom. For a moment they stood motionless, then the boat-leaders began to shout out orders to their crews, and they got to work.

      ‘This is insane,’ said Carrie. ‘Either we’ll be driven out to sea, or smashed against the rocks.’

      ‘Amatskouri is under assault,’ he said. ‘If we don’t clear the harbour, none of the civilians will be able to flee from the slaughter.’

      ‘No merchant ship would sail in this,’ Carrie said. ‘Even if we sink every one of the enemy boats blockading the city, no one will be leaving from the harbour, not until this storm stops.’

      He glanced at her. ‘Our orders come direct from the Empress. We must do everything possible to rescue as many as we can.’

      ‘Exactly,’ she said, ‘and sailing to Amatskouri in a fucking blizzard is impossible, boss.’

      ‘It’s not impossible,’ he said, ‘just not easy.’

      They watched from the quayside as marines unloaded crates and spare sails from the cutters. They were carrying them up to a line of low, stone huts, next to a bigger building sheltering under the high cliffs of the creek. Snow had piled up on the roofs of the huts, and was starting to cover the entire quayside. Lennox and Carrie walked along the water’s edge. Ice had formed on the masts of the cutters, and marines were thawing out the frozen sails by pouring warm, salted water onto them.

      As the last of the marines began returning from the huts, Lennox approached the boat-leaders.

      ‘Get everyone into the hall,’ he said. ‘I want to speak to them before we leave.’

      ‘Aye, sir,’ said Brogan.

      Lennox and Carrie walked up the cleared path to the large building, and entered through the front door. The interior was lit with lamps, and a fire was roaring in a spacious hall. A handful of marines were brewing tea in tall urns by the hearth, and Lennox approached, rubbing his hands by the flames.

      ‘Break open the rations,’ he said to the marines. ‘The boat-squads will be coming in soon.’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ said a young marine, saluting.

      Carrie brushed the snow from her cloak, and took an offered mug of tea from one of the marines, her eyes gazing into the flames.

      ‘The city’s lost, isn’t it?’ she said, her voice low.

      ‘It doesn’t look good,’ said Lennox.

      ‘And then the imperial capital will be next.’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘We should have stayed in Domm.’

      ‘It’s not even safe down there. The orders I received from Herald Calder said that eighty thousand Rahain soldiers had advanced as far as Northern Kell, and occupied the mines there. The Kellach in Domm are cut off. He also said that the Holdings is on the brink of a coup; the royalists are going to take over the government and crown Sable’s uncle king.’

      ‘We can win some battles, like at Westport,’ she said, ‘but we can’t win this war.’

      He caught her glance. ‘We can. If we kill the archmages, then the rest of the enemy forces will collapse.’

      ‘Is that why we’re going to Amatskouri, so you can try to kill one?’

      Lennox said nothing as the door opened and the hall began to fill with marines. They lined up to receive mugs of tea and a plate of rations each, then turned towards Lennox. With one of their cutters having had to return to the docks at Plateau City to have its mast repaired, just over eighty marines stood in front of him.

      There was no need to hush them; every face gazed at him in expectant silence.

      ‘Boat-crews,’ he said, ‘Amatskouri is under attack, and we are sailing to its assistance. I estimate there are two hours of daylight left, which should be enough time to come into range of the lights of the city. We may get separated on the trip; if so, keep your course and join in when you arrive. If faced with the choice between being blown out to sea, or against the cliffs; choose the open sea and hunker down until the storm passes. Those who do make it to Amatskouri, follow the Seablade’s lead; the enemy warships blockading the harbour are the priority.’ He paused to glance over the ranks of marines. ‘This will be a difficult sailing, but we all experienced the storms during the voyage from Westport, and this evening we can put into practice what we’ve learned.

      ‘It may seem as if we face insurmountable odds, with a snowstorm and two archmages ahead of us, but if we work together and remember what we are fighting for, then we can see this through. There are not many ways to kill an archmage,’ he said, his eyes on the marines, ‘but fire is one of them.’

      He raised his arm. ‘To the boats!’

      The marines roared in response.

      ‘You heard the captain,’ cried Lieutenant Norris.

      The marines began to file out of the hall, leaving piles of mugs and plates on a table by the entrance. Lennox noticed Carrie shake her head at him.

      ‘What?’ he said.

      ‘Don’t “what” me; you know fine well.’ She glanced at the backs of the boat-crews as they left the room. ‘Those marines would follow you anywhere; don’t throw their lives away chasing glory.’

      ‘I’m not interested in glory,’ he said. ‘I just want to go home.’

      Down at the quayside, the crews were readying their cutters to leave the creek. Patched up sails were half-raised, and the decks cleared of snow. Lennox and Carrie walked to the far end of the quay, to where the Seablade was tied up. The rest of the crew were onboard, except for the helmsman, who was waiting on the quayside.

      ‘Captain,’ he said, as the snow swirled around him, ‘the Seablade is ready to sail.’

      Lennox nodded. ‘Take us to Amatskouri.’

      ‘Aye, Captain.’

      They climbed down onto the deck of the cutter, and walked to the aft platform as the ropes connecting them to the quayside were released. The bow sails had been raised, and the craft began to move off, the gusting wind pulling them out of the creek.

      The tall, dark cliffs on either side gave way to the uniform grey of the sky; a vast murk of heavy clouds and falling snow. Beneath, the dark sea roiled and swelled. The moment the Seablade left the creek, the winds increased, sending the cutter pitching to the right. The mainsail was raised in slow stages, its patched-up sheet bulging taut from the wind. The cutter righted itself and sped across the swell, the snow blowing almost horizontally into their faces. Lennox gripped the platform railing as the deck rolled and twisted, the boards wailing and creaking under the strain. The helmsman was grasping the wheel with both hands, his sturdy stance mirrored by the grim determination in his eyes.

      They kept the coastline to their left, struggling to defy the winds pulling them out to sea. Spray soaked them through, and the decks were deluged by the wild waters, falling back off as wash when the boat rose high again.

      Lennox glanced around, but could make out only three other cutters wrestling with the winds; the others lost from sight. He wondered how many would make it to Amatskouri.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, as the light was fading to darkness, a glow was spotted ahead and to the left of the Seablade. The coastline was almost invisible in the gloom, but the light was clear, its powerful rays flashing out every three seconds.

      ‘It’s the Lighthouse of Lilimatskouri,’ Carrie yelled in Lennox’s ear as the wind howled.

      He nodded, and gestured to the helmsman.

      ‘Aye, Captain,’ he cried, turning the wheel.

      The sails were trimmed and the vessel switched direction, bearing towards the light. Lennox knew that the lighthouse was at the southern tip of the long strip of land that protruded into the Inner Sea, where the vast city of Amatskouri was located. The harbour was on the other side of the tip of the promontory.

      As the minutes passed, other lights appeared out of the gloom, creating a hazy yellow glow above the horizon. As they got closer, columns of smoke, and the rising flames from burning buildings appeared across the city. They veered round to the south of the lighthouse, a mile from shore, and entered the calmer waters of the bay. The wind dropped off, and the Seablade settled. Ahead, the walls of the great harbour of Amatskouri were visible. Stationed outside the entrance in a long arc were six Rahain destroyers lying at anchor, their silhouettes picked out against the lights of the city. Each of the warships was launching burning projectiles into the harbour, and several of the large ships berthed within were aflame.

      Lennox removed his hands from the railing, and rubbed them together. They were sore and stiff after the journey, and the cold had penetrated his bones. Their speed had dropped, but the destroyers were getting closer with every second, and from glancing around, it looked as though the Seablade was the first cutter to arrive.

      ‘Take us in,’ he said to the helmsman. He turned to Jasper, who had been keeping close. ‘Get the storm lantern ready, then follow me to the bow.’

      ‘Aye, Captain.’

      Lennox nodded to Carrie, then stepped down from the aft platform. The snowfall had weakened, though flurries were whirling through the air. He walked past the working marines, each busy at their jobs. The mast had held up well, though there were a few new rips in the sails. He reached the bow and stepped up onto the low platform, his hand on the bowsprit, his eyes on the destroyers. Four were directly blocking the entrance to the harbour, while the other two were positioned further along, where they could aim over the piers into the naval basin.

      He heard Jasper join him on the platform, the lit storm lantern cradled in her arms.

      ‘I’m ready, sir,’ she said.

      Lennox nodded. Was he? Aye, he answered himself without hesitation. In fact, he longed for the destroyers to come into range, his nerves tingling with anticipation. He remembered back to when he had been forced to keep his powers a secret, and the thrill he had felt whenever he had used his skills illicitly. Compared to that, the excitement he had experienced when attacking the enemy outside Westport had been unbounded.

      Killing with fire; it was getting easier.

      The Seablade was darting over the water, and Lennox turned to Jasper when he reckoned they were less than two hundred yards from the closest destroyer.

      ‘Open it,’ he said.

      ‘Aye, sir.’ She unlatched the front hatch of the lantern, exposing the naked flame within.

      He extended his hand, feeling for the living, moving fire inside the lantern. It responded to his will, leaping out into the air. He drew on the fuel, forming a tight, compressed ball of flame, his eyes on the approaching enemy vessel as he judged the distance.

      He flicked his fingers, and the fireball soared through the air.
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        * * *

      

      Within fifteen minutes, four of the destroyers were consumed in an inferno. Two were already listing, while a third was going down by the stern. Dozens of Rahain had thrown themselves into the freezing waters of the bay, but many more had been devoured by the conflagration.

      Lennox lowered his hand, his senses exalting from the rush of power. He turned to Carrie, and pointed at a gap between two of the destroyers, and she raised a hand in acknowledgment. He glanced at Jasper, who was still clutching the lantern, her mouth open as she stared at the burning ships.

      ‘Refuel it,’ he said. ‘We might need it again.’

      ‘I have a weedstick for you, sir,’ she said, placing the lantern down onto the platform.

      ‘No, thanks,’ he said. ‘I feel good; I don’t need it.’

      After a short lull, the intensity of the snowfall had picked up again, and there were dark clouds hanging over the city. There was a dull flash in the sky.

      ‘Was that lightning?’ he said.

      ‘In a snowstorm, sir?’ Jasper said. ‘Can that happen?’

      ‘I didn’t think so,’ he said, ‘but I’m sure I just saw a light in the distance.’

      ‘Captain!’ yelled one of the crew.

      Lennox turned round. Carrie was signalling to him from the aft. She pointed to her imperial insignia, then raised four fingers and gestured behind her.

      Lenox hurried along the deck to the rear.

      ‘Four cutters?’ he said.

      ‘Aye, boss.’

      ‘Have you sent them a signal?’

      ‘Aye, and they’ve all responded. They must have seen the flames and guessed we were here.’

      ‘So we’re missing two?’

      She nodded. ‘Probably blown out to sea.’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘What’s the plan?’

      ‘I’m not completely sure, yet. We go into the harbour and tie up somewhere safe, somewhere we can defend, then try to organise the evacuation of the remaining ships. And while that’s happening, I’ll…’ He paused.

      ‘You’ll what? Go hunting archmages?’

      ‘Keir and Thorn are somewhere in the city,’ he said. ‘They may need some assistance.’

      They quietened as the cutter slipped between the hulks of two burning destroyers. The bay was full of drowning and flailing Rahain soldiers, but the speed of the Seablade kept any from getting too close. The entrance to the harbour loomed ahead; two high, stone piers that overlapped each other, allowing a channel three ships wide into the interior basin. The helmsman adjusted the wheel and guided the craft through, its deck tilting as they turned.

      The sky was now dark, but the thick clouds covering Amatskouri were lit by a reflected, sickly yellow glow. A number of fires were now visible, and plumes of smoke rose above the roofs, only to be dispersed by the incessant snow and wind. As they entered the large, almost circular basin, Lennox realised the extent of the damage inflicted by the destroyers. More than half of the large merchant galleys were in flames, and some had already sunk to the bottom, the tops of their masts poking up from the calm waters. Close to the quayside were several imperial troop carriers, and an assortment of smaller warships, all obsolete thanks to the destroyers. On the other side the Amatskourian fishing fleet was tied up along spindly, wooden piers. It was intact, having been outside the range of the artillery.

      Lennox pointed to the fishing fleet. ‘Over there.’

      The helmsman nodded, and they turned. Behind them, the other four cutters had followed the Seablade into the harbour and they sailed in a line towards the thin piers at the far end of the basin. The Seablade slowed as it approached an empty stretch of pier. The sails were lowered, and marines stood ready on the port railings as the craft edged closer. The pier was covered in a thick layer of snow, as were the closest fishing boats. The noise from the harbour fell as they nudged the wooden posts of the pier, and a heavy clod of snow slipped off and landed on the deck.

      ‘Get us secured,’ cried Carrie.

      Lennox watched as the other cutters slipped against the long pier behind them.

      ‘Summon the boat-leaders,’ he said to Carrie. ‘Bring them here.’

      ‘Aye, boss,’ she said, then turned and shouted to a marine who was standing on the pier looping a rope round an iron cleat. The marine nodded, and ran down the pier, the snow halfway up his boots.

      Lennox waited, his eyes on the quayside in the distance. The fishing fleet’s piers were over a hundred yards long, and bent in and out like battlements. It was the quietest part of the harbour, and the snow on the piers looked untouched.

      ‘Captain,’ said Norris, the first to arrive; his boots thudding onto the deck.

      ‘Lieutenant,’ Lennox said. ‘Good trip?’

      ‘A little windy, sir. We almost missed Amatskouri; we had sailed a few miles to the south, and had to turn back when we saw the flames.’

      The other boat-leaders arrived, and stood before Lennox on the deck. Brogan was among them, his eyes glancing at Carrie.

      ‘Glad you’re all in one piece,’ said Lennox. ‘Anyone see either of the two other cutters?’

      The marines shook their heads. Lennox frowned, then glanced over at the city.

      ‘You have two jobs,’ he said after a moment. ‘First, protect the cutters. Clear the snow from the pier and set up a defensive position. Lieutenant Norris, you’ll be in command here. Your second job will be to assist the civilians in the evacuation of the harbour. If we distribute a couple of marines to each boat, we could fill the fishing fleet with refugees and then, when I return, the Seablade will lead us all out.’

      ‘There are three hundred thousand civilians in Amatskouri,’ said one of the boat-leaders. ‘We’ll only be able to save a small fraction of them.’

      ‘That’s true,’ said Lennox, ‘but it’s all we can do.’

      ‘And where will you be, sir?’ said Brogan.

      ‘I’ll be taking my boat-squad further into the harbour,’ he said, as the marines looked at him. ‘We’ll meet with the local militia, or any imperial troops, and inform them that the entrance to the harbour has been cleared. I’ll tell them to board the merchant ships and the troop carriers and sail for Plateau City.’

      ‘What about the two destroyers still out there, sir?’

      ‘I saw them both turn for the south,’ Lennox said, ‘once they’d seen what had happened to their comrades. If there are any outside the harbour, I’ll deal with them. The Seablade will lead the way.’

      ‘Then perhaps, sir,’ Brogan went on, ‘you should stay here, if having a fire mage is essential to our escape. Another boat-crew can be sent to spread the word; there’s no need to risk you, Captain.’

      ‘I’m going,’ Lennox said; ‘my powers might be needed.’

      Brogan opened his mouth, then paused. ‘Aye, sir.’

      Lennox turned to the rest of the boat-leaders. ‘Remember; skeleton crews, just enough to keep them sailing. Take on as many civilians as you can.’ He felt their expectant eyes upon them. ‘I’ll be back soon.’ He nodded to Norris. ‘You’re in command, carry on.’

      Lennox gathered his crew by the stern of the Seablade as Norris began issuing orders to the other boat-leaders.

      ‘Arm for battle,’ he said to his squad.

      His crew stripped off their heavy sea coats and collected their breastplates and shields from the under-deck compartments. The snow was starting to form a layer on the deck as they got ready. Lennox wrapped a scarf round his head and neck then jammed his helmet down on top. He reached out for the ropes, and climbed up to the pier. A good section of it had already been cleared by a small group of marines, and their activity had attracted the attention of some of the Rakanese civilians on the distant quayside. Lennox waited for the rest of his squad, then they began the long walk to the docks. The helmsman alone was staying behind, as his expertise was irreplaceable, and he watched them as they trudged off through the snow, a cigarette hanging from his lips.

      Civilians crowded round them as they approached the stone quayside. Behind them the harbour front buildings were lit up with lanterns, and the quayside was heaving with people.

      ‘Who’s in command?’ Carrie shouted at the crowd. ‘Where is the army?’

      The squad formed up into a double column as they approached the crowd. The civilians parted, drawing back from the wall of shields.

      ‘Did you sail in here?’ cried someone from the crowd. ‘Then we can sail out!’

      The squad barged their way through as the crowd surged; the Kellach among the marines towering over the locals. Looking over their heads through the snow, Lennox caught sight of a large group of armed militia guarding a bridge over a wide canal. They were keeping back a flood of fleeing civilians from entering the port district, packed to capacity as it already was. The people of Amatskouri were running to the harbour, but even if every ship was filled, barely a tenth of them would get away.

      Screams were rising from the far distance on the other side of the canal. Lennox pressed forward, shoving civilians from his path as he led the squad onwards. The pressure eased as they reached the rear of the mass of militia blocking the bridge.

      ‘Who’s in charge?’ yelled Carrie.

      A small group of officers turned. They were dressed in black militia uniforms, with stripes on their sleeves to show their rank.

      ‘We’ve just arrived in the harbour,’ Lennox said before they could open their mouths. ‘The way out to sea is clear. Send word to the quayside; fill the boats and follow the marine cutters out of the harbour. Make for Plateau City.’

      The militia officers stared at him.

      ‘But the destroyers…?’ said one.

      ‘Four have been sunk, the others fled.’

      ‘Okay,’ said an officer. He called over a runner, and started relaying instructions, while the other militia officers added their opinions. They were civilians, Lennox reminded himself, not soldiers, but they seemed clear-headed and organised.

      He approached them. ‘Where’s the nearest archmage?’

      One stared at him with a raised eyebrow. ‘Why?’

      ‘I’m a fire mage.’

      ‘In that case,’ said the officer, pointing over his shoulder, ‘cross the canal and follow the screams.’

      Lennox gazed at the huge crowd trying to gain access to the bridge. ‘Is there an easier way?’

      ‘There is.’ He gestured to another runner, and the young woman sprinted over.

      ‘Take these soldiers to the Manterii Bridge,’ he said to her, ‘and show them how to get across. After they are safely over, return here.’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ she said.

      The runner nodded to Lennox, and took off, heading away from the bridge. The squad followed, rushing after her as she dodged through the crowds. She led them to a small alleyway that split off the main harbour front, then they followed her through a maze of narrow back streets, until they reached the dark banks of the wide canal. The streets were empty, and none of the lanterns hanging from the eaves had been lit. Snow had gathered in drifts, piled up by the wind, and bodies were floating on the cold surface of the water.

      The runner halted by a high, brick building and untied a coil of ropes hanging from the wall. She inserted a handle into a winch and began turning. Weights rose from the ground, and a creak pierced the air as a rickety, iron walkway emerged from the side of the building. A narrow jetty extended from the bank of the canal on the opposite side, and the edge of the walkway touched down onto its surface.

      ‘One at a time,’ said the runner, as the squad approached. ‘It’s built for Rakanese.’

      Lennox went first, testing the strength of the iron bridge; placing one boot after another as the freezing depths of water flowed beneath him. He stepped from the edge onto the jetty, then gestured to the others.

      Carrie was the last to cross, and once she was over, the runner waved to them, then sprinted off.

      ‘She’s left the bridge down for us,’ Carrie said.

      He glanced at her. She was trying to hide it, but he knew something was troubling her. ‘What is it?’

      ‘Nothing, sir.’

      ‘I know you think we should be at the docks,’ he said, ‘but I have to face them; I have to try.’

      Carrie said nothing.

      They ran through the deserted back streets, avoiding the packed, main thoroughfares that ran down from the river and the districts to the north-east. They came into a street where lamps were blazing from the windows of a large building. Outside, lines of wounded troopers and militia were waiting, while nurses attended them.

      ‘A hospital,’ Carrie said.

      Lennox halted, the squad slowing, then gathering round him as he stared at the building.

      ‘Lieutenant,’ he said, ‘take two marines and assist with the evacuation of the patients and staff. Last I heard, three hedgewitches were based in Amatskouri; if they’re in there, make sure they get on a boat, understood?’

      She glanced at him. ‘Trying to make up for something?’

      ‘You once told me to try to do something good each day. This is it.’

      Carrie smiled at him, then turned. ‘Jasper, Conrad; with me.’

      Lennox and the others waited as Carrie led the two young marines towards the hospital. When they had disappeared into the building, he turned to them.

      ‘From now on,’ he said, ‘be ready for anything. We’re going up against an archmage. Watch each other’s backs and stick together. We’ll be going to where the fires are burning; are you ready to hunt?’

      ‘Aye, sir,’ they said back to him.

      Lennox raced off, the rest of the squad following. They passed the hospital, and ran up a long alley. They emerged by a smaller canal, the other bank of which was burning, its narrow tenements engulfed in flame. They turned to the left, and crossed a small bridge. The street ahead was piled with bodies, many burnt, while others had blood seeping from their eyes and ears, their corpses sprawled over the snow-covered cobbles.

      Screams came from a road to their right, and Lennox set off, keeping the burning tenements to his side. A group of civilians burst into view, flames tearing up from their clothes and hair. Some staggered and fell, while others threw themselves into the canal that ran down the side of the road.

      A wagon appeared at the end of the road through the grey haze of snow. A figure was standing upright by the front, arms raised. Flames spat down from the burning tenements, striking the civilians that were still on their feet. Their screams died away as each fell to the snow.

      Lennox gauged the distance, then raised his hand. He gathered fire from the roofs of the tenements, the same elation as before coursing through his heart. The flames leapt at his command, eager and hungry. He moved his hand, and fire erupted from the tops of the tenements, sending a raging flood of flames down onto the wagon.

      Something was wrong. His hand felt like it was hitting an invisible barrier, and the flames stopped a yard from the tips of the archmage’s outstretched arms. The raging fires coiled away to either side, leaving the wagon untouched. The archmage swung her arm down, and the tops of the tenements disintegrated, toppling over onto the street where Lennox and the squad stood. Lennox flung his arms up, the immense pressure forcing him down onto his knees. The flames raged above him, getting closer as he struggled to hold them off. Fires collapsed to the cobbles all around him, consuming the squad, and leaving Lennox alone; the flames a yard from him in every direction. He felt the heat sear through him, and his skin redden and blister. The fires moved closer, and he tumbled to the cobbles, his powers still keeping the flames inches from his body.

      The heat was forcing the air from his lungs and he gasped, his eyes closing.

      The flames dispersed. Lennox lay still, his uniform smouldering as the snow started to fall on him again. He felt the flakes soothe his scorched skin, then heard horses’ hooves and the rumble of wagon wheels.

      ‘There he is,’ said a voice. ‘Look, he’s the only one not burnt to a crisp. I’m tempted to tie him up like the others but there’s no room in the back of the wagon, so I’m giving the job to you. Finish him.’

      Lennox opened his eyes a crack as he heard the sound of boots landing on the snow next to him.

      ‘Can I take his life force?’ a voice said, a voice Lennox seemed to recognise from somewhere.

      ‘Yes,’ said the archmage, ‘but I’ll be watching closely.’

      The second figure knelt down by Lennox, and he heard a low gasp.

      ‘You?’ came a almost inaudible whisper.

      He peered up. Thorn. The soulwitch.

      ‘Say nothing,’ she whispered, placing a hand on his head. ‘You have plenty of reserves left, so I’m going to steal a little.’

      He grimaced in pain, weakening as his strength was pulled out of him.

      She withdrew her hand.

      ‘Play dead,’ she whispered, ‘but remember that you’ll only have a few seconds in which to act.’

      ‘Is it done?’ said the archmage.

      ‘It is,’ said Thorn, standing.

      ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘Nothing,’ Thorn said. ‘It’s just that he’s the first imperial soldier that I’ve killed.’

      Racine laughed. ‘Welcome to the winning side, Thorn. I think you and I will…’

      She paused as Thorn whipped up her arms. The archmage screamed in agony, her own hands rising in defence. Lennox stared at the two mages for a split second, then pulled on his fire powers. He glanced up at the tenements. ripped a bolt of flames from the inferno and sent it speeding towards Racine. It struck her on the back, sweeping her off the driver’s bench. She tumbled onto the cobbles, her clothes aflame, and Lennox sent a second bolt as she was trying to get to her feet. There was a flash of fire and smoke, then a splash.

      Lennox hauled himself to his feet, swaying and weak. He and Thorn ran to the side of the canal and gazed down into its dark depths. The ripples from where Racine had fallen were spreading outwards in circles, but there was no sign of the archmage.

      ‘Shit,’ Lennox muttered. ‘I messed that up.’

      ‘No,’ said Thorn. ‘You did fine, Lennox. Nice to see you again.’

      She touched his hand, and he felt the burns on his skin soothe and heal.

      ‘So you’re not really working for the archmages?’ he said.

      ‘I had to pretend for a while, but no.’

      Their eyes remained on the still water, but there was no movement.

      ‘What now?’ he said.

      Thorn glanced up and pointed through the snow. ‘See that cloud of smoke? That’s where Agatha is. If she’s more powerful than Racine, then I guess that death is next.’

      ‘Or we get out of the city.’

      Thorn frowned. ‘And how would you suggest we do that?’

      ‘We leave on the boat I sailed in on.’

      She turned to him, her eyes lit up. ‘You sailed here?’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘Then what are we waiting for? Come on!’

      She ran to the wagon as Lennox glanced around at the burnt bodies of his boat-crew. The remains of the seven marines were spread across the cobbles of the street, none recognisable; their features charred and blackened. He heard a cry from the back of the wagon and raised his eyes to see Thorn pull a sword from a someone’s chest. A young woman jumped up with a start, blood pouring down her leather cuirass. She rolled off the wagon and fell to her knees on the snow, vomiting over the cobbles.

      ‘Help me,’ cried Thorn, and Lennox went over.

      She was removing the bonds from another figure lying on the back of the wagon.

      ‘Who’s that?’ he said. ‘And who’s the woman?’

      ‘That’s Belinda, an imperial agent,’ she said, ‘and this is Keir Holdfast. His legs were broken, and I haven’t had a chance to heal them. And now, I’m worried I don’t have enough energy left to do it.’

      Belinda got to her feet. ‘Where’s Racine?’

      ‘Lennox hit her with a fireball and she fell into the canal,’ said Thorn.

      Belinda walked over. She placed her hand onto Keir, and the young man cried out, awakening.

      ‘He’s healed,’ she said. ‘Now, let’s go, before Racine recovers, or Agatha gets here.’

      Thorn started at Belinda. ‘How do you have any strength left? I saw what she did to you; you should be exhausted.’

      ‘I’m fine. Let’s go.’

      Lennox helped Keir down from the wagon, and the young man hobbled for a moment, wincing in pain. Thorn took his arm.

      ‘Can you walk?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Keir rasped. He turned to Lennox, staring.

      ‘This is Lennox,’ Thorn said.

      ‘Karalyn’s Lennox?’

      ‘Aye,’ he said.

      ‘Stop talking and start moving,’ said Belinda. ‘I heard what you said about the boat, Lennox. Take us there immediately.’

      Lennox nodded. ‘Follow me.’
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        * * *

      

      The harbour was in chaos when they returned, having crept, limped and crawled their way back from where they had confronted Racine. Civilians were still trying to board ships, but most of the vessels had pulled away from the quayside, their decks heaving with refugees. Lennox and the others battled and shoved a path through the crowds to the piers of the fishing fleet. Thick ranks of marines were holding back the massed civilians at the beginning of the pier leading to the cutters, and they spotted Lennox, his height among the Rakanese marking him out.

      Belinda drew her sword as they pushed through to the pier.

      ‘Back!’ she cried.

      A full squad of marines charged out from the pier, hurling the civilians aside, some falling into the freezing waters in the confusion. The marines reached Lennox, and escorted him and the others back to the pier. Their lines closed up and they began to retreat.

      ‘Destroy the pier,’ cried Belinda. ‘Rip up this section.’

      The marines glanced at Lennox.

      ‘Do it.’

      The marines tore up the planks of the narrow pier as they retreated, until a yawning gap appeared between them and the civilians trapped on the quayside. Lennox remained for a moment as the marines ran back to the cutters. The civilians were screaming and roaring out in futile desperation, tens of thousands of them cramming into the harbour as Agatha approached. An explosion from the buildings on the harbour front ripped up through the sky, and the crowd surged, sending many toppling into the water.

      ‘Captain,’ cried a voice.

      He turned, and ran to Carrie.

      ‘You made it,’ she said. ‘Where’s the rest of the boat-crew?’

      He shook his head.

      The cutters were pushing off from the pier, their bow sails aloft. Carrie led him to the Seablade, and they clambered down. The helmsman nodded to Lennox, then Carrie shoved him to the bowsprit.

      ‘You going to have to work, boss,’ she said; ‘seeing as our crew’s down to five.’

      He stared at her for a moment, numb, then went into action, his training taking over. He raised both of the bow sails, and the cutter began moving through the waters of the harbour. A flotilla of ships of differing sizes were waiting for them by the entrance, and the helmsman guided the Seablade to the lead position.

      The sea ahead was dark and still as they sailed through the entrance, and Lennox noticed that the snow had stopped. Far to the south, he saw two small lights.

      He pointed. ‘The Rahain destroyers,’ he shouted back up the cutter. ‘Watching us.’

      ‘As long as that’s all they do,’ said Carrie from the base of the mainsail. Thorn was sitting next to her, weeping as she embraced a young hedgewitch that Carrie had rescued from the hospital, while Belinda was standing, her eyes on the southern horizon. Behind her, Keir Holdfast was holding onto the deck railing, though his eyes were downcast.

      ‘Signal to the fleet to head north-west, towards Plateau City,’ Lennox called back to the helmsman. ‘We’ll wait until all of the ships are out, then we’ll follow at the rear, in case those destroyers try anything.’

      ‘Aye, sir,’ the helmsman called back.

      Lennox noticed Keir’s eyes on him. The young man walked up to the bow, and stuck his hand out. Lennox took it, and they shook.

      ‘Thank you,’ Keir said. ‘Did my sister send you?’

      Lennox smiled. ‘Aye, maybe she did.’
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      Holdings City, Republic of the Holdings – 15th Day, First Third Winter 526

      Kelsey frowned. ‘I’ve never been so bored waiting to die.’

      Ravi tried to laugh, but his nerves were too tightly strung. For hours he, Kelsey and Sable had been stuck inside the dark cell, but no one had returned from the surface of the citadel. Every time the wind rustled through the window shaft his eyes darted to the hallway beyond the thick bars, but he had seen no one since Sable’s adoptive-father had departed.

      The Holdings mage was lying curled up with her cloak over her, but her eyes had remained open, staring into nothing. The cuts on her face had stopped bleeding, and a dark bruise was forming on her right cheek, but she hadn’t spoken in hours.

      Kelsey paced up and down the cell. Whenever she reached the narrow window shaft she would pause for a moment to gaze out at the lights of the city, then she would resume her course.

      ‘Maybe Asher’s changed her mind,’ she said. ‘Maybe the old cow has decided that she likes the Holdfasts after all. That’s it; she’s seen the error of her ways, and when she finally comes down here it’ll be with flowers and a tearful apology.’

      ‘And perhaps some food,’ said Ravi; ‘that’d be nice.’

      ‘Hush,’ Kelsey said, ‘don’t mention the “f” word; I’m having a hard enough time keeping my mind off it without you bringing it up. Death awaits us, and all I really want is a great big steak.’

      ‘Nah, a spicy, deep-fried gresyl; now that would be perfect.’

      ‘A what?’

      ‘It’s like a big locust.’

      Kelsey grimaced. ‘More of your insect shite? Is that what you ate in Amatskouri?’

      ‘Couldn’t get them there,’ he said. ‘I remember them from when I was young, in Arakhanah.’

      ‘Is that why the Rakanese are so short; because of the crap they eat?’

      ‘Hey, I’m as tall as you! And Sable.’

      ‘Aye, but I’m a sixteen year old girl, and Sable’s… well, Sable’s short. Actually, my mother’s shorter than average too; it’s all starting to make sense now.’ She smirked. ‘My brothers, on the other hand, they’re like veritable giants in comparison. And Karalyn’s taller than any Holdings.’

      ‘I know, I’ve met her.’

      ‘Don’t give me your attitude, toad-boy; you’ve told me countless times about how my brave sister rescued you from Rahain, after Sable here captured you the first time. You know what you should do? You should focus on not getting caught so often.’

      ‘Look who’s talking. Are you trying to take my record or something? You gave up easily enough when Sable was over-powered.’

      Kelsey shrugged. ‘There’s a time to fight, and a time to know when to do so would be suicide.’

      ‘When Asher gets here, it won’t make much difference.’ He glanced at Sable. ‘Except for her, of course, if you’ve seen her die elsewhere.’

      ‘What?’ said Kelsey. ‘Oh aye, my… prophecy. That was a load of crap, to be honest. I made it up.’

      Ravi frowned. ‘Why?’

      ‘I was trying to give her some hope. Obviously didn’t work.’

      ‘Bollocks,’ he muttered. ‘I was kind of relying on that to be true. I thought that if she somehow escaped alive, then we might get out as well.’

      ‘Sorry. I thought it was worth a try at the time, but look at her; she hasn’t moved or spoken since Daddy Blackhold left.’ She shook her head. ‘Silly bitch.’

      ‘Do you think she has any cigarettes left?’

      ‘Why don’t you ask her?’

      Ravi turned to the still figure of Sable lying on the stone floor. ‘Do you have any cigarettes?’

      Sable remained silent.

      ‘That’s why,’ he said to Kelsey.

      ‘Check her pockets.’

      ‘No way,’ he said; ‘she’d think I was trying to grope her. She’d probably rip my arm off.’

      ‘But at least I’d be entertained.’

      He frowned.

      ‘Maybe then she would whack Asher over the head with your severed limb,’ Kelsey went on, ‘and then your sacrifice would be for the greater good. Stop being so selfish, Ravi; you’re always thinking of yourself.’

      Ravi tried to laugh, but it came out as a rasp. The cell fell into silence for a few moments. Kelsey was standing by the shaft, her eyes on the night sky and the lights coming from the streetlamps of Holdings City. Ravi’s gaze went from her to Sable, her still form a yard to his right. He longed to reach out a hand to touch her, to let her know that someone cared, that someone loved her, but he kept his arms crossed over his chest. It was getting cold in the cell, though it was difficult to believe that it was a winter’s night. No frost or ice bothered the Holdings capital, and snow was unheard of. Nevertheless, he pulled his cloak around him, trying to retreat into himself. His glance darted to the empty hallway. Where was Asher?

      ‘I’m getting sick of this,’ Kelsey said. ‘We need to do something.’

      ‘Like what?’ said Ravi. ‘There’s nothing we can do.’

      ‘You’re right,’ she said, walking over, ‘there’s nothing either of us can do, but,’ she said, turning to Sable, ‘what about her? She has the skills to get us out of here, but she’s too fragile to pull herself together. Too fucking delicate.’

      ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘she’s had her whole life ripped from under her. Her parents, her family; all lies. Everything she believed about herself has been proved to be bullshit.’

      ‘Aye,’ said Kelsey, ‘I think she wants Asher to get here, to put her out of her misery.’ She laughed. ‘I’m taking it as a great insult to the Holdfast name. The dozy cow should be overjoyed to be joining the family.’

      Ravi gave a wry smile. ‘Why don’t you try reasoning with her instead of mocking?’

      ‘She’s my aunt, my wicked aunt. I can say whatever I like about her.’ She crouched by Sable, her eyes gazing down at the Holdings mage. ‘Let’s try it your way, though. Sable?’

      The woman said nothing.

      ‘I know you’re listening, Sable,’ Kelsey said. ‘I know you can hear every word. Something’s happened up on the citadel, something that’s delayed Asher from getting here. You have the power to find out what, and to see if that means we have even the slightest opportunity for escaping this shithole. Do you understand?’

      Sable did not respond.

      ‘What’s the worst that could happen?’ Kelsey went on. ‘Asher might detect you using your powers? Big deal, she already knows we’re here. Imagine this, though; you find a guard, enter his head, and persuade him to come down here and let us out. What about that, eh? You could do that, we know you could. You get us out of this cell, and we could flee the city.’

      Sable’s eyes blinked. She lifted her head a fraction. ‘And then what? I’m nothing; I have no one. Dying would be better than being so alone.’

      ‘But you’re not alone,’ Kelsey said. ‘You’re a Holdfast, like it or not, and that means something to me. You’re my aunt, and that over-rides any other feelings I might have about you. It’s irrational, but I can’t help it and I’m not going to apologise for it. If we escape the city, then we flee to my mother. She’ll know what to do.’

      Sable groaned. ‘They’ll hang me.’

      ‘We’ll tell her the truth. Ravi and I know you’re not the same person that did all that terrible stuff before.’

      ‘But you hate me.’

      ‘Aye. You’re cruel and ruthless, but you also have a really annoying streak of neediness. It’s very off-putting.’

      ‘That’s not what I think,’ said Ravi.

      The two women turned to him.

      ‘We know what you think about Sable,’ said Kelsey.

      ‘And it’s true,’ he said, ‘I love her, I’m not denying it; but I see vulnerability where you see neediness. Sable has saved our lives more than once, and I think she really has changed. She feels remorse.’

      ‘Does she?’

      They turned to Sable. The Holdings woman sat up, leaning her back against the wall. She reached into a pocket and retrieved a packet of cigarettes. She opened it and shared them out.

      ‘For what?’ she said, as Ravi lit her cigarette with a match.

      ‘For killing Yanin, for a start,’ Ravi said, ‘and don’t say that you did it in self-defence, like you always do. I’m tired of that excuse. I know Yanin attacked you, but you could have easily overpowered her without killing her too.’

      ‘You’re right,’ said Sable. ‘When she leapt at me, I lashed out.’

      ‘She loved you.’

      ‘Yes. I remember. I remember everything; the time we spent together in Silverstream; the fun we had. I told myself that at least she wouldn’t have to suffer being chained up and put in prison, but I knew I had gone too far.’

      ‘Did you also kill Derrick?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And what about Nyane?’ Ravi said. ‘You didn’t need to kill her either.’

      Kelsey frowned. ‘I don’t think we have time to go through every one of Sable’s crimes. Frankly, I don’t hold out much hope of her redemption, but she’s family now, so I’m going to treat her like I’d treat Keir in this situation.’ Her hand darted out and she slapped Sable across the face. ‘Stop all your whining,’ she said; ‘save it for my mother.’

      Sable glared at her. ‘Don’t touch me.’

      ‘Get us out of here, dear Aunty,’ Kelsey said. ‘You and Ravi can chat all you like about how sorry you are when we’re on a wagon out of Holdings City.’

      ‘A little presumptive, no?’ said Sable. ‘Let me get this straight; you need me?’

      Kelsey narrowed her eyes. ‘Would I be wasting my time talking to you if we didn’t?’

      ‘I could beat you senseless,’ said Sable.

      ‘Aye, I suppose so.’

      ‘Please don’t,’ said Ravi. ‘Sable, I know how much you’re hurting, but listen to what Kelsey’s saying. You have the power to at least try to get us out of here. We can work out what to do afterwards; whatever we decide, we’ll be alive, and that’s what really matters.’

      Sable turned away from Kelsey and Ravi, her eyes directed at the bars of the cell. She rummaged in her pockets and pulled out a bent and crushed weedstick. She turned to Ravi.

      ‘Pass me the matches.’

      He reached into a pouch at his belt and threw her the box.

      ‘I was saving this for when Asher came,’ she said, ‘but Kelsey’s right; we’ve waited long enough.’ She struck a match and lit the weedstick. ‘You’ll forgive me if I don’t share this.’

      Ravi glanced at Kelsey, who was smothering a smile.

      ‘Alright,’ Sable said, blowing smoke up towards the damp ceiling, ‘let’s find out what’s been going on.’ She passed the weedstick to Ravi. ‘Don’t smoke any of that; it’s for me when I return.’

      Ravi nodded. ‘Okay.’

      Sable gave him a suspicious glance, then her eyes glazed over.

      ‘Give me some of that,’ said Kelsey.

      ‘I can’t,’ said Ravi, holding the weedstick away from her. ‘You heard what she said.’

      Kelsey shook her head. ‘Another cigarette, then.’

      ‘Fine.’ He lit one off the end of the weedstick and passed it to her.

      She smoked for a moment, then turned as if hearing something. ‘She’s pulling her powers back.’

      Sable blinked and coughed, and snatched the weedstick from Ravi’s hand.

      ‘Well?’ said Kelsey.

      ‘Something’s… happened up there,’ Sable said, her words slow. She drew on the weedstick.

      ‘What?’ said Ravi.

      ‘Asher’s dead.’

      Kelsey’s eyes widened. ‘Are you sure?’

      Sable shrugged. ‘Her head’s lying a dozen paces from the rest of her body, so I would say “yes”, I’m pretty fucking sure. The soldiers are there too, the same ones that locked us up, except they’re all sleeping; including my uncle and my fath… I mean the Blackholds.’

      Ravi and Kelsey stared at her for a moment in silence.

      ‘I went into one of the sleeping soldier’s heads,’ Sable went on.

      ‘And?’ said Kelsey. ‘Did you see what had happened?’

      Sable looked her in the eye. ‘Holdfasts. Your mother and sister did it.’

      Kelsey jumped to her feet and whooped with joy.

      ‘Calm down,’ said Sable, ‘they’ve gone.’

      ‘But they can’t be far away.’

      ‘I saw no trace of them, except for a pool of blood separate from everyone else. The soldiers were being ordered to shoot when they were sent to sleep.’

      ‘Shit, so one of them may have been injured?’

      ‘Looks like it, though the soldier remembers two other women being there, along with your mother and sister.’

      Kelsey nodded, and began pacing the cell again. ‘But they got Asher, eh? An assassination, just like the Rahain used to do to us. Good. Excellent, in fact, but where are they now and why didn’t they come down and release us?’

      ‘Wouldn’t your powers hide us from them?’ said Ravi.

      ‘Have you not been listening? My mother could never read me, but Karalyn is a dream mage; she’d be able to see right through any barriers that I put up, and she would have been able to cancel out Asher’s death powers.’

      ‘Sounds like they stole our plan,’ said Sable.

      ‘This goes way back,’ said Kelsey, ‘right to the time when Karalyn was used to block the mad old Emperor’s powers so my aunt, my other aunt, Keira could kill him.’

      ‘Is that how they managed it?’

      ‘Aye. My parents were both captives, and Keira went into the Great Fortress to free them. Karalyn was also taken inside, even though she was only two years old.’

      ‘Keira took a child up to the roof of the Great Fortress?’ said Sable. ‘I knew she was ruthless, but that’s a step too far, even for me.’

      ‘It wasn’t Keira,’ said Kelsey. ‘A man called Kylon did it, to try to help, even though it meant that everyone hated him for it. He actually kidnapped my sister, drugged her with dullweed, then carried her into the fortress.’ She paused, smoking her cigarette. ‘It took a lot of questioning to get that information out of my parents. They never mention Kylon’s name, and resisted talking about it for years. I always feel bad for him. What Kylon did saved the world, yet no one mourns him, or even talks about him. It’s like he never existed.’

      ‘It sounds as if he did what had to be done.’

      ‘So you agree that it was right to kill the Creator?’

      ‘I do, now. Whatever he was, he wasn’t a god; just a crazy old tyrant. I wasted half of my life worshipping an archmage.’

      ‘Aye. It’s pretty stupid when you look at it.’

      Kelsey and Sable glanced at each other, and both started to laugh.

      ‘It’s great you two are agreeing at last,’ said Ravi, ‘but are we any closer to getting out of here?’

      ‘Patience,’ said Sable. ‘Help has been summoned.’

      ‘The sleeping soldier?’ said Kelsey.

      ‘Precisely.’

      Sable stubbed the weedstick out and got to her feet, stretching her limbs. She winced.

      ‘I think I may have a cracked rib or two,’ she said, ‘and my right arm’s aching again, but other than that I think I could fight. If Daphne Holdfast can kill Asher with one good arm, then I’m sure I can deal with a few sleepy guards.’

      ‘Just think,’ said Ravi. ‘Daphne’s your sister.’

      ‘Half-sister,’ said Sable. ‘She’s missing the royal part.’

      ‘It sounds like you’re starting to accept it.’

      ‘No, Ravi, I’m far from accepting it. I mean, the Holdfasts? Why couldn’t the queen have picked a stable boy or a courtier if she wanted an affair? Some nobody.’

      ‘But then you wouldn’t have any vision or dream powers,’ said Kelsey.

      ‘You say that like it’s a bad thing. My powers have destroyed my life.’

      ‘They’ve destroyed many lives,’ said Ravi.

      ‘Thank you for the reminder.’

      A noise came from the hallway and they all turned. A soldier was approaching, carrying a lantern. He strode past the first cells and stopped outside the one where the captives were held.

      Ravi stood. He glanced at the man, but his eyes were blank, as if he were sleep-walking.

      ‘Unlock the door,’ said Sable.

      The soldier put down the lantern and pulled a set of keys from a pocket. He fumbled for a moment, then slotted the correct key into the lock and turned.

      ‘Good boy,’ said Sable, pushing the barred door open. She stepped outside into the hallway, followed by Ravi and Kelsey.

      Sable pointed to the interior of the cell, and the soldier went in.

      ‘Go back to sleep,’ she said, and the man lay down and closed his eyes.

      Ravi suppressed a nervous laugh. ‘That was creepy. Have you been making me do things in my sleep?’

      Sable smiled. ‘That would be telling.’

      ‘Don’t pander to his fantasies,’ Kelsey said. ‘It was bad enough before, but now you’re my aunty I never want to hear about Ravi’s twisted desires again.’

      ‘You shouldn’t tell me your weaknesses,’ said Sable as she picked up the lantern.

      Kelsey glowered at her.

      The soldiers should sleep for a while yet,’ Sable said, ‘but we should go now, in case anyone else comes up to the citadel.’

      They followed her to the stairwell, and ascended the worn steps, retracing their steps of the evening before. They reached the landing where the roof had collapsed, and squeezed through into the tunnel that led to the surface. Ravi hadn’t realised how tired he was until they emerged back out onto the glassy, warped citadel. He sat down by the entrance, panting, his legs wobbly.

      ‘We can’t stop now,’ Sable said, her eyes scanning the surface of the ruined citadel. The sky was dark, but light was coming from the streetlamps of the Lower City to their right. Ravi groaned and got back to his feet. Sable and Kelsey set off again, and he trudged behind. He noticed them halt by the scattering of unconscious soldiers, their attention fixed on two of the bodies. He caught them up.

      ‘The Blackholds,’ he said, glancing down at the cloaked figures; their eyes closed like the others. ‘What will we do with them?’

      ‘Nothing,’ said Sable.

      ‘But won’t he be crowned king tomorrow?’

      ‘With Asher dead?’ she said. ‘I doubt it. The other Holders will rebel now that she’s not here to enforce his will upon them.’

      Kelsey frowned. ‘I don’t know if we should leave it to chance.’

      ‘What are you suggesting? I’m not going to kill them.’

      ‘Even after what they did to you?’ said Ravi.

      ‘I have enough blood on my hands.’

      ‘You should at least read their minds,’ said Kelsey; ‘find out if they know where my mother and Karalyn went.’

      Sable nodded. ‘I can do that.’

      She crouched down and placed a hand onto each of the men’s heads. She closed her eyes for a moment, then sprang back, her arms lifting as if she had touched something scalding. A tear rolled down her cheek as she stared at the two men, then she turned to Kelsey.

      ‘Their minds have been annihilated,’ she said, anger coursing through her words; ‘utterly wiped clean. A void; oblivion. Your sister did this, and you think I’m bad?’

      ‘Can they be healed?’ said Ravi.

      ‘You don’t get it,’ said Sable; ‘there’s nothing to heal. All their memories, thoughts; their identities, everything; gone. She should have just killed them, that would have been merciful compared to what she’s done. This is beyond cruelty.’

      She reached for a crossbow lying next to a sleeping soldier and stood.

      ‘What are you doing?’ said Ravi.

      ‘I’m going to put them out of their misery.’

      ‘No,’ said Kelsey. ‘Leave them.’

      ‘What?’ said Sable. ‘Do you agree with what your sister has done?’

      ‘She would have had her reasons. Perhaps my mother wished others to witness what becomes of traitors.’

      Sable pointed the crossbow at Kelsey. ‘With Asher gone it occurs to me that you are no longer necessary for my survival.’

      The Holdfast girl sighed. ‘Really? And then what? Where will you go, Sable? Who will take you in? Asher wasn’t the only archmage, there are others in the Plateau who will hunt you down; and without me, they’ll find you. You kill me, you maybe buy yourself another couple of thirds of hiding in a cellar somewhere, with Ravi to keep you company. Unless you plan on killing him too?’

      Sable let out a cry of frustration and threw the crossbow to the ground. She turned, and strode off towards the Royal Steps.

      Ravi glanced at Kelsey. ‘I thought she was really going to do it.’

      She smiled, then crouched down by the two Blackholds. She rummaged in their pockets for a moment, then withdrew a leather purse. She tucked it into her belt, then picked up the crossbow.

      ‘So did I, Ravi,’ she said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ravi’s legs were shaking by the time they reached the bottom of the neglected and half-broken Royal Steps. Sable had said nothing the entire way down, and hadn’t turned to see if either of the other two were following. Kelsey had also remained silent, the crossbow slung over her shoulder; her eyes lowered.

      They crossed the narrow bridge and climbed over the wall that was supposed to prevent access. Without a word, Sable turned for their apartment.

      ‘Wait,’ said Kelsey.

      Sable continued walking for a moment, then stopped in the middle of the dark riverside street.

      ‘We need to leave the city,’ Kelsey went on. ‘The whole place is going to erupt tomorrow.’

      ‘It already is tomorrow,’ said Ravi.

      ‘At dawn, then,’ Kelsey said. ‘You know what I mean. Once word gets out that Holder Black has been incapacitated, and Asher is dead, then who knows what’ll happen? Which side will the cavalry choose? Will the old government be re-instated?’

      Sable turned. ‘I don’t care.’

      ‘When the soldiers wake up,’ Kelsey said, ‘they’ll spread the tale of how it was the Holdfasts that did it. Some will cheer, others… won’t. And the soldiers all knew that you’re a Holdfast too. If we go back to the apartment, we’ll have to hide there for thirds; and that’s if the address hasn’t been discovered.’

      ‘What else is there to do?’ Sable said.

      ‘Look for my mother,’ said Kelsey. ‘She and Karalyn can’t have gone far.’

      Sable laughed and shook her head. ‘They’ve gone, don’t you realise?’

      Kelsey looked confused, an eyebrow arched.

      ‘The Quadrant,’ said Ravi; ‘remember?’

      ‘The Holdfasts stole it from Agatha,’ said Sable.

      ‘And I fixed it,’ said Ravi.

      ‘Yes, we know,’ said Sable, ‘you’ve told us often enough.’

      ‘Shit,’ Kelsey muttered. ‘Alright, it’s time to let you in on something. I know where my mother’s been hiding.’

      ‘You do?’ said Ravi. ‘Why didn’t you say so before?’

      ‘Because Sable would have read it out of your mind, you idiot.’

      ‘Well,’ said Sable, ‘where is she?’

      ‘Uh huh,’ Kelsey said. ‘All I’ll say just now is that it’s somewhere in the Barrier Mountains. Once we get closer I’ll give you more information.’

      Sable shook her head. ‘You still don’t trust me?’

      ‘Of course not.’

      ‘But we have to go back,’ Sable said, ‘even if it’s just to collect some clothes and pick up Ravi’s stones.’

      ‘There could be soldiers there waiting for us.’

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous; of course there won’t. We have a couple of hours at least before any guards are out searching for us, and anyway, we can’t just flee as we are. How would we buy food?’

      Kelsey held up the leather pouch.

      ‘Where did you get that?’ said Sable.

      ‘I robbed the Blackholds after you stormed off.’

      Sable glared at her. ‘That was low. There’s a lot about the Holdfasts I’m learning today.’

      Kelsey smirked. ‘Personally, I think you’ll fit right in.’

      ‘I wonder if your mother will agree,’ said Ravi.

      ‘I think I can talk her into at least not killing her,’ said Kelsey. ‘Listen, there’s a night market down by the Southern Gate, where the river terminal is. We can get food and cigarettes there, and then wait for the barges to leave at dawn.’

      ‘Go down the river?’ said Ravi.

      ‘Technically, it’s up the river, but why not? Many of the folk that work on the barges are Rakanese; you’ll feel right at home.’

      Sable sighed. ‘Say we do this; say we actually find your mother? What am I supposed to do; throw myself at her feet and beg for mercy?’

      Kelsey nodded. ‘Aye, pretty much.’
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      Colsbury Castle, Republic of the Holdings – 26th Day, First Third Winter 526

      A thin layer of sparkling frost covered the mound. Grass seeds and flowers had been planted that would grow and bloom in spring, but until then it would remain bare earth. A simple wooden post had been erected at the head of the grave, but would be replaced by a stone slab once the engraving had been completed. A debate was still going round the keep as to the words that should be carved into the granite. Karalyn wanted to keep it simple; after all, Darine hadn’t known the names of her parents, where she had been born, or even the correct date of her birthday. Presumably she had once had a twin, but that information had been lost in the brutal environment of her upbringing.

      Darine – Army of Pyre; that was all they really knew.

      Karalyn’s shield, and her only friend.

      The truth was inescapable, and it was tormenting her. If Karalyn had stuck to her original decision, and not allowed the Quadrant to be used for assassinations and killings, then Darine would still be alive. She would probably have been in the Great Keep’s library at that moment, her love for studying history and philosophy making the large chamber her favourite place.

      Except for the gardens, Karalyn thought, her eyes moving from the grave to the trees and paths of the beautiful retreat. Birds flown north from Rahain for the winter were singing in the branches, and to Karalyn’s ears their song seemed melancholy, and filled with unsatisfied longing.

      She didn’t cry. She had spent days weeping upon their return to Colsbury, but for the last few days her tears had dried up, replaced by an emptiness that shadowed her every thought. The news that had arrived from the empire had been bad, catastrophic even, but Karalyn had barely registered it. She knew that Lennox was in the middle of it, along with her elder brother, and her worry for them had eclipsed any concern for the course of the war. Amatskouri was gone; another city fallen to the archmages, but she felt that if she could only get her loved ones to Colsbury, they could hide there forever, ignoring what else went on in the world.

      It was selfish, but she didn’t care. The world could burn, so long she and her family were safe.

      ‘I thought I’d find you here,’ her mother said.

      Karalyn turned. Her mother was pushing the double-pram along a gravel path towards the bench where she sat. She was wrapped up warmly from the chill wind, and had her left arm hidden beneath the folds of her woollen cloak. She applied the pram’s brake with her heel, and sat. Karalyn peered up to glance at the twins. Both were covered in thick blankets, and had hats to protect their heads from the cold. Their eyes were closed, and she sensed their sleeping minds for a moment.

      ‘How are you doing, Kara-bear?’

      Karalyn glanced away. She didn’t know how to begin answering her mother.

      ‘You need to find something to do with your time,’ her mother went on. ‘The hours will pass, whether you’re sitting out here alone, or if you’re doing something to occupy your mind.’

      Karalyn said nothing. She had no interest in trying to distract herself from the pain she was feeling; it would feel like she was betraying Darine; as if she didn’t care; as if she had forgotten her friend already. She had caught herself laughing at something Shella had said a few days before, and had been plunged into guilt because of it. How could she laugh? Was she utterly heartless?

      ‘We could use the Quadrant to go somewhere,’ her mother said; ‘perhaps visit someone?’

      She glanced at her mother. ‘Are you trying to trick me into going on another mission?’

      ‘It would be impossible to trick you, dear, hence I would never try. There’s no point lying to you about it; you know my feelings. If it were up to me, I’d be using that damn thing every day; hitting the enemy over and over, and putting an end to the senseless chaos going on in the Holdings.’ She gazed at her daughter. ‘But I wasn’t suggesting that. It was more of a “let’s get drunk in the World’s End” type of suggestion. We’re running a little low on whisky, and with the Kellach peninsula blockaded by the Rahain, there’s unlikely to be any for sale around here. Also, it would be nice to see Kelpie and Koreen again, and make sure everything’s alright after what occurred the last time we were there.’ She took Karalyn’s hand. ‘They would also, I’m sure, want to know about Darine. They both loved her, and I think perhaps we should make the effort to tell them. Well? How about it?’

      ‘You seem to have it all planned out.’

      ‘Watching you like this is breaking my heart, daughter; of course I’ve been trying to think of some way to help you. We don’t have to go right now, after all, the weather will be atrocious, but think about it.’ She lit a cigarette. ‘We could go for a night or two, and leave the children here. Or not, whatever you prefer.’

      ‘Would they welcome us?’ Karalyn said. ‘The Holdfasts are killing everyone they love. The last time we went, we had to tell them about father, and you think we should go back to tell them about how we got Darine killed as well?’

      Anger flashed through her mother’s eyes for a moment, and she looked away, her lips clamped shut.

      ‘Sorry,’ Karalyn said.

      ‘Asher killed your father,’ her mother said, ‘not the Holdfasts. It’s not your fault; not our fault, that dream mages exist. And Darine knew what she was doing; she was a trained soldier, and from what you told me she saved Shella’s life by her actions. She did her job, in other words, and for that we will always honour her and be grateful for her sacrifice.’

      Karalyn lowered her eyes. ‘I said I was sorry. You’re right, we should tell Kelpie and Koreen, and the others there that knew her; but not yet. I’m not ready.’

      ‘I understand. It can wait a while. In the mean time, you could always help me in another matter.’

      ‘Aye?’

      ‘Yes. The Inner Sea is vast, and trying to find any sign of Keir or Lennox has been like searching for a particular grain of sand in the desert. I’ve seen boats, oh yes, many boats, but I’m no further forward. I could really use some assistance.’

      ‘We don’t even know if they’re on a boat.’

      ‘We’d better hope they are, dear, otherwise the outlook is grim indeed. Almost no civilians made it out of Amatskouri by land; the Rahain army sealed it off while the archmages carried out their slaughter. However, four Rahain destroyers were sunk in the attack, and I don’t need to be a seer to guess that Lennox may have had a hand in that.’ She stubbed out her cigarette on the gravel. ‘See?’ No ulterior motive; I haven’t come here to try to trick or persuade you to do anything you’re not ready for.’

      ‘I’ll never be ready to use the Quadrant again; at least not for the purposes you have in mind.’

      Her mother nodded. ‘Perhaps “ready” was the wrong word. Regardless, will you help me?’

      Karalyn frowned. ‘When do you want to start?’

      ‘How about now?’
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        * * *

      

      They walked back through the gardens to the Great Keep; Karalyn pushing the pram while her mother strolled alongside. The twins probably had another hour of sleep in them, so Karalyn reckoned she could spend maybe half an hour searching with her mother. A small part of her started to look forward to it. One of her favourite parts of growing up had been the times her vision had soared alongside her mother’s; their thoughts and emotions intertwining as they rushed over mountains and plains.

      They left the pram on the ground floor and carried the twins up the stairs, Karalyn with Cael against her shoulder, while Daphne cradled Kyra. When they reached their quarters, they laid the infants down in their cots and closed the shutters.

      ‘The roof?’ whispered her mother.

      Karalyn nodded and they slipped out. Jemma was in the next room, sitting on a long couch, reading a book while keeping half an eye on Cole playing on the rug nearby.

      ‘We’ll be up on the battlements if they awaken,’ said Daphne.

      Jemma nodded. ‘I’ll come and get you if they do.’

      They went to a small door in the hallway and opened it. Behind was a tight spiral staircase, and they climbed the iron steps to the top, emerging out onto the roof of the keep. Karalyn gazed around. Snow capped every mountain around them, from their summits down past the treeline; halting only a hundred yards above the level of the still lake. The sky overhead was a pure and deep blue, and, despite the wind, Karalyn felt her heart lift a little.

      ‘Since we arrived here last spring,’ her mother said, ‘every season that passed seemed to me more beautiful than the one that preceded it. Winter, though, may crown it all.’

      ‘I miss the warmth on my skin,’ said Karalyn. ‘When I lived with Laodoc in the desert, there didn’t appear to be any seasons at all, just sunshine and heat. I loved it.’

      Her mother smiled. ‘I said it was beautiful, not that it was comfortable.’

      Karalyn glanced around the island. It had been a while since she had been up on the roof. Eleven days in fact, as she clearly remembered; the same day that they’d gone to Holdings City and Darine had died. Her spirits fell at the memory.

      ‘Are you all right, dear?’

      ‘Aye,’ she said. ‘I was just thinking about the last time I was up here, and what happened next.’

      Daphne smiled. ‘Memories of Darine will come at you when you least expect them, Kara-bear, but there’s nothing wrong with allowing other thoughts into your mind. You’re not betraying Darine by living your life. That’s how we cope; we try to fill our minds with other things, and time passes as we do so, and the more it passes, the less it hurts.’

      Karalyn started to cry. Her mother put her right arm over her daughter’s shoulder.

      ‘Everything will be fine,’ she whispered.

      Karalyn sobbed into her mother’s arms, her thoughts fixated on the memory of seeing Darine fall, and the moment she had realised she was dead. They remained in the embrace for longer than Karalyn could recall.

      ‘That’s strange,’ she heard her mother say, and she blinked.

      Her mother pulled away a little. ‘Would you look at that. Am I dreaming?’

      Karalyn wiped her eyes. Her mother was gazing out over the battlements, in the direction of the small village that sat opposite Colsbury Castle on the mainland.

      ‘No, really,’ Daphne said, ‘you should take a look.’

      Karalyn turned, and glanced at the village. It seemed peaceful. A few carts were being pulled up the main street, and a handful of elderly folk were out for a walk by the waterfront.

      ‘What am I looking at?’ she said.

      ‘Raise your eyes a little.’

      Karalyn looked up. Gliding through the air three hundred yards away was a long, wooden, flying carriage, held aloft by four winged gaien attached by chains. The beasts were lowering the carriage as they approached the island, aiming for the large marshalling yard between the Great Keep and the gatehouse of Colsbury Castle.

      Her mother’s eyes glazed over.

      A few of the castle’s guards were standing in the yard, staring up as the carriage approached, and several workers had stopped what they were doing to watch.

      Daphne coughed, and turned to Karalyn. ‘We’d better go down.’

      ‘Who is it?’

      ‘If you’re too lazy to look for yourself,’ her mother said as she began walking to the stairs, ‘then let it remain a surprise.’

      ‘I’ll assume it’s not an archmage, then,’ Karalyn said, following her.

      Daphne stopped off by Shella’s quarters to collect the Rakanese mage, then they descended the stairs to the lower level of the keep. They went through the grand entrance and into the marshalling yard. The flying carriage was still in the air, ten yards above the flagstoned surface.

      ‘This had better be good,’ said Shella, frowning. ‘I was enjoying that nap.’

      The castle guards were positioned under the carriage. They turned to Shella for guidance.

      ‘Your Highness?’ one asked.

      Shella shrugged.

      ‘They’re friends,’ said Daphne. ‘I’ve checked.’

      ‘Let them land in peace,’ said Shella, and the guards pulled back.

      The carriage was lowered to the ground, and landed with a gentle thump. The chains went slack as the flying beasts hovered above. A hatch in the roof of the carriage opened, and an imperial trooper emerged. He disconnected the chains, and the gaien soared away, circling up by the snow-capped mountains.

      The side door of the carriage fell open, and four more imperial troopers stepped out, their hands near their weapons as they lined up by either side of the entrance.

      A man appeared at the open hatch.

      ‘Calder?’ said Karalyn. ‘What are you doing here? What’s going…’ She paused as she heard the cry of children, and two ran out; identical blonde girls, chased by a red-haired boy. Calder reached out with his arm, but they slipped past him and raced into the yard. A pair of dark-haired teenagers followed, a boy and a girl.

      ‘Hi, Karalyn,’ said the girl.

      Karalyn stared back. ‘Hi.’

      ‘Your Majesty,’ Daphne said, bowing.

      Karalyn’s eyes went back to the entrance of the carriage. The Empress was standing there, gazing around at the interior of Colsbury. She was dressed in elegant but simple robes; the rubies in her eye-patch the only jewellery visible. Around the carriage, a group of bowing and curtsying workers and guards had formed, with every eye on the Empress.

      ‘What the fuck?’ said Shella. ‘I wasn’t expecting visitors.’

      ‘I see you haven’t changed, Shella,’ said the Empress, taking Calder’s hand and walking down the ramp to the ground.

      Karalyn stared wide-eyed for a moment, then bowed. ‘Your Majesty.’

      ‘Am I?’ the Empress said. ‘I thought you’d forgotten that a long time ago.’

      ‘Have the Rahain overrun Plateau City?’ said Shella.

      ‘They couldn’t have,’ said Daphne. ‘I checked the positions of the archmages’ armies recently; they won’t reach the city for another half a dozen days, at least.’

      ‘Quite correct,’ said the Empress. They stood in silence for a moment, as the three younger children ran around the yard, while the two teenagers stood next to their mother. ‘May we come in?’

      Shella pointed over the Empress’s shoulder. ‘That’s your home when you come here. I can get the keys.’

      They all turned. Shella was pointing at the enormous palace on the other side of the yard from the Great Keep.

      ‘I didn’t know there was a palace here,’ said the Empress.

      ‘Yeah? Well, there is,’ said Shella. ‘It’s been shut up for decades.’ She gestured to a worker. ‘Go and get the caretaker, and tell him to bring the keys to the palace.’

      ‘It was the Summer Palace of the old Holdings monarchy,’ said Daphne, ‘until Guilliam moved to Plateau City.’

      ‘I’d rather stay in the same apartments as you,’ the Empress said. She pointed at the keep. ‘You live in here, aye?’

      ‘The Great Keep,’ said Shella; ‘it’s my home, gifted by you to me. Remember? Empresses don’t sleep there.’

      ‘Then I’d settle for a cup of tea,’ said the Empress, ‘or something stronger. The palace will presumably take a while to get ready; do you expect me and my children to stand outside in the cold for all that time?’

      Shella frowned, then turned to Daphne. ‘Once we let her in, she’ll never leave.’

      The Empress’s eyes narrowed.

      ‘I’ll oversee finding suitable accommodation in the palace,’ said Calder, stepping forward, ‘while you all have a chance to talk.’

      ‘But I don’t want to stay in the palace.’

      ‘There will be smaller apartments on the lower floors,’ Calder said. ‘I’ll pick the one nearest the keep, and get our things moved in.’ He turned to Shella. ‘Without wishing to sound rude, I could slap you across the face right now. You have no idea what her Majesty has been through, and yet you speak to her as if…’

      ‘Enough,’ said the Empress; ‘I’d be disappointed if Shella were any different. Apart from Daphne, she’s the only one who speaks to me without a thought of rank or royalty. Fine, we’ll stay in the palace. Now,’ she said, turning back to Shella, ‘are you going to deny your friend a drink?’

      ‘Okay,’ said Shella, ‘although we’re a little low on whisky.’

      She turned and led the way into the keep. The Empress called for the children, and the three younger ones ran over, while the two teenagers followed the others inside. Karalyn remained in the yard for a moment. Calder caught her eye.

      ‘It’s good to see you again,’ he said.

      ‘How did you know we were in Colsbury?’

      ‘Keir, mostly.’

      ‘My little brother? That weasel told you?’

      ‘No,’ said Calder, but he left a few clues. To be honest though, we didn’t know for sure that you were here until we landed.’

      Karalyn nodded. ‘Alright, then why are you here?’

      ‘You could read it out of my mind,’ he said, ‘but if I were you I’d wait until her Majesty tells you herself.’

      ‘You’re moving your things in,’ Karalyn said, ‘so it’s not a short visit? I thought at first you were here to persuade us to go back with you to Plateau City, but that can’t be right, not if you’re staying.’

      At that moment an older man in a grey cloak appeared by the carriage, holding a large set of keys. He looked around, and recognised Karalyn.

      ‘This,’ she said, gesturing at Calder, ‘is the Herald of the Empire. Please let him into the Summer Palace.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ said the caretaker.

      Calder nodded to her as the caretaker started across the yard. ‘Thanks,’ he said, ‘oh, and go easy on her in there.’
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        * * *

      

      Karalyn climbed the steps up to their living quarters near the top of the Great Keep. She opened the door to their communal room, and saw Jemma standing amid a cluster of children. The blonde twins and the red-haired boy were surrounding her, each peppering her with questions and requests. The two teenagers were sitting on a couch, while Cole was crying on the floor a few feet away. Karalyn’s twins were also awake; their cries adding to the noise.

      You are all feeling sleepy.

      The three younger children quietened, the girls both yawning, and Cole settled on the rug. On the other side of the room, Cael and Kyra rolled over and went back to sleep.

      Jemma frowned, then glanced up.

      ‘Looked like you needed a little help,’ Karalyn said.

      ‘Thanks,’ said Jemma, ‘I thought they’d never shut up. Can you believe this? The Empress walks in, and before I can even react, her kids are dropped off and I’m left with them all.’

      Karalyn shrugged. ‘You wanted to be a Holdfast. It’s a great honour to be entrusted with the safety of the Empress’s children.’

      Jemma narrowed her eyes. ‘Shall we swap places, then?’

      Karalyn walked over to the pair of cots by the far wall. The twins were sleeping soundly. She sensed out for their dreams, and though they were still formless swirls of emotion, each of the twin’s feelings were connected to the other’s; at times seeming as if they were one.

      She smiled. ‘They won’t need fed for another hour or two. I’ll be back by then. Where did the others go?’

      ‘Shella’s study,’ said Jemma, a scowl on her lips.

      ‘Thanks. Come and get me if you need me.’

      Karalyn walked to the door and went through into a hallway. Shella’s study was on the same floor, and she was there in a few moments. She knocked and entered. The Empress, her mother, and Shella were sitting in deep armchairs by a window and they glanced up as she walked over.

      ‘There you are,’ said her mother; ‘take a seat.’

      ‘I saw your children in the other room,’ said the Empress; ‘both gorgeous. I miss having little ones around; mine are nothing but trouble now.’

      Karalyn smiled and sat, though her thoughts were racing.

      ‘You’ve been very quiet since my arrival,’ the Empress went on.

      ‘I… um…’

      ‘She’s recently lost a close friend,’ her mother said; ‘killed during our attack on Asher in Holdings City.’

      ‘I guessed that was you,’ said the Empress, ‘though I wished you’d told me your plans, so we could have coordinated our efforts.’ She turned to Karalyn. ‘I’m sorry for your loss. This war is taking its toll across the empire. I gather that you all understand what happened in Amatskouri?’

      ‘It was a slaughter,’ said Shella, filling a row of glasses on a low table in front of them.

      ‘Aye,’ said the Empress. ‘We estimate that a third of the population were murdered by the two archmages. They only stopped the killing when they’d reached the harbour and extinguished the last sparks of resistance.’ She picked up the glass of whisky from the table and took a sip. ‘One hundred thousand dead. Can you even picture what that looks like?’

      ‘Yeah,’ said Shella, ‘I can. I watched Akhanawarah City be destroyed at the hands of the Rahain over twenty years ago.’

      ‘And would you have given anything to save them?’ the Empress said.

      ‘Of course,’ Shella said, ‘they were my people.’

      The Empress nodded, and glanced at the other three women present.

      ‘Did you know,’ she said, ‘that the government in Amatskouri ordered the evacuation of all citizens, days before Agatha’s soldiers surrounded it? The people refused to leave. They looked around, and saw the municipal workers still at their jobs, and the police and government still functioning, and they thought their leaders were scare-mongering.’ She took another sip. ‘Then the archmages arrived, and tore through whatever, and whoever was in their path, until they had eliminated the government. After that, the killing ceased. Do you understand?’

      The others glanced at each other.

      ‘Yeah,’ said Shella. ‘I get it. The archmages weren’t interested in the civilians, they only wanted to kill anyone who stood up to them.’

      The Empress nodded. ‘Aye. Exactly.’

      Daphne lit a cigarette.

      ‘Can I have one?’ said Karalyn.

      Her mother offered her the silver case and Karalyn withdrew a cigarette. She lit it as the Empress leaned over to open a window.

      ‘My rooms in the palace,’ the Empress said, ‘are going to be non-smoking, aye? I don’t want any of you lot poisoning the air of my children.’

      ‘Sure,’ said Shella, ‘but the Great Keep is mine, and we can smoke here as much as we like.’

      The Empress shrugged.

      ‘Can I ask something?’ said Karalyn.

      ‘Everyone is free to speak here,’ said the Empress, ‘that’s why I brought the four of us together.’

      ‘When do you plan to return to Plateau City?’

      The Empress smiled, and sighed. ‘I don’t.’

      ‘What?’ said Shella.

      ‘I know you’re dying to read my mind,’ the Empress said to Daphne, ‘but I’m grateful you’ve managed to resist.’

      ‘You are the Empress,’ Daphne said. ‘Or are you?’

      ‘A good question. I am, for now, but I have abandoned the imperial capital.’

      Shella rose to her feet in a flash. ‘You did what? You’ve deserted Plateau City? You ran away?’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘You coward,’ Shella cried.

      The Empress nodded. ‘That’s what they’re saying about me.’

      ‘You surrendered the empire to the Rahain; to the archmages?’

      ‘I saved the people of Plateau City the only way I knew how.’

      ‘You’ve left them defenceless against Agatha and the others,’ Shella said. ‘I should put you in the castle dungeon.’

      ‘Sit down, Shella,’ said Daphne. ‘Let the Empress explain.’

      ‘She’s not my empress any more,’ Shella sat, sitting back down on her chair. ‘She’s a fucking traitor.’

      ‘They’re saying that about me as well,’ said Bridget, ‘and worse. I don’t care, in fact I couldn’t give a rat’s arse about their opinion of me, because my plan worked.’

      ‘Your plan?’ said Karalyn.

      ‘Aye,’ said Bridget. ‘I ordered the evacuation of the city, and just like in Amatskouri, no one listened. So I made a big public show of leaving, making sure everyone saw me go. Officials and city workers were deserting their posts before I’d even reached the gates of the New Town. By nightfall, every family was packing up their possessions. I pulled the army out, and ordered them to escort the refugees to the safe havens in Sanang and the region bordering Arakhanah. I watched throughout the night as the trickle of people leaving became a flood, and then, at dawn, I boarded a flying carriage and came here.’

      She took a long sip of whisky as the others stared at her.

      ‘But why here?’ said Karalyn. ‘You should be with the refugees; the people need a leader.’

      ‘You’re right,’ Bridget said, ‘but after what I did, there’s no way they’d ever accept me again. And anyway, I’m done with it; all of it. But the people do need a leader.’

      ‘You are still the Empress,’ said Daphne. ‘You acted to save as many of your people as possible.’

      ‘Aye, but most folk react the same way Shella did. The empire needs a new leader.’

      ‘Are you going to abdicate?’ said Karalyn.

      ‘Aye, but not before I appoint a successor. She drained her glass of whisky, then turned to face Daphne. ‘You,’ she said. ‘It’s going to be you.’

      Daphne’s face stilled, her eyes wide.

      Shella let out cry of laughter. ‘Empress fucking Daphne? That’s the funniest thing I’ve ever heard.’

      ‘The archmages are hunting the Holdfasts,’ Bridget went on, ignoring the Rakanese mage’s outburst. ‘Why? Because they’re the only one capable of defeating them. I know we haven’t always got on well, Daphne, but I’ve always respected you. I was a good leader in peacetime, but perhaps the war needs someone like you.’

      Karalyn’s mother rose to her feet and walked to the window, where she stood in silence, gazing out over the interior of Colsbury Castle.

      ‘Is this a joke?’ said Shella.

      ‘I wish it were,’ said Bridget, ‘but I’ve done all I can for the empire. Right now, Agatha will think she’s won, except for a single small detail; the Holdfasts are still fighting.’

      ‘Some of us are,’ said Daphne, ‘but Kelsey and Corthie are still missing, and we’ve seen no sign of Keir since Amatskouri fell.’

      ‘I can only imagine what that feels like,’ said Bridget. ‘It makes you even more suitable to lead; you understand the cost of war, and what your decisions will mean. We can speak to Calder when he returns from preparing my rooms in the palace; as herald, he can oversee the transfer of power, and conduct a coronation. Among the possessions we carried here is the imperial crown, and it will be yours, Daphne, as soon as I’ve had the legal papers of succession and abdication drawn up.’

      ‘No,’ said Daphne. ‘I refuse.’

      ‘You can’t refuse. I’m the Empress and I order you.’

      ‘Then I too shall abdicate, as soon as the ceremony is over.’

      Bridget’s eyes narrowed. ‘Damn you, Holdfast. Do you not see? I am ruined, and you’re the only one I can trust with supreme power. Who else do you suggest, Shella?’

      ‘Yeah, okay,’ said Shella. ‘I’ll do it. Let’s face it, I could have taken power after we’d killed the Emperor.’

      ‘I would never have allowed that,’ said Daphne.

      ‘Oh yeah? And how would you have stopped me?’

      ‘I’m not offering the crown to Shella,’ said Bridget. ‘I’m offering it to you, Daphne.’

      Daphne glowered. ‘I’m not accepting it.’

      ‘You must,’ said Bridget, ‘it’s the empire’s only hope of salvation. Without a leader to rally the people and fight back against the archmages, the war will be lost and the world will be enslaved. You and your family will be hunted down, and when the archmages find you, they will kill you.’

      ‘They won’t kill us, because they’ll never find us,’ said Daphne. ‘You speak as if my family haven’t already suffered and fought for the cause of the empire; and as if we haven’t already paid a high price for it. I’ll not be empress, Bridget. Listen to me, as a friend; stay here a few days and rest, and then we can talk about what to do.’

      Bridget shook her head. ‘I’m so tired, Daphne; tired of ruling, tired of the war. I can’t do it any more.’

      ‘Yes you can; time will heal.’

      ‘But that’s just it,’ Bridget cried, ‘we have no time. What do you think will happen when Agatha occupies the empty city? Do you think she’ll stop there? If it’s the Holdfasts they’re after, then their next stop after Plateau City will be Colsbury. Someone needs to lead.’

      ‘And that someone is you,’ said Daphne. ‘The empire is not a possession to be passed around like a gift, or given away when it becomes inconvenient. When we chose you as our Empress, it was because you were the best choice, and I stand by that decision.’

      ‘Me too,’ said Shella. ‘I was only joking before; there’s no way I’d ever want to be empress. The job’s yours, Bridget, and we’re with you to the end.’

      ‘I agree,’ said Karalyn. ‘Spend some time here, your Majesty, and we’ll help you. Colsbury is safe from the archmages; you and your children will come to no harm here.’

      ‘But is it?’ said Bridget. ‘Safe, I mean? How long can Colsbury hold out if everywhere else falls?’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘Do you care about the rest of the world? Sometimes it seems to me that as long as you and your family are safe, you don’t care about anyone else.’

      Karalyn said nothing.

      ‘If that were true,’ said Daphne, ‘then why would we have attacked Rainsby; and why would we have risked our lives to kill Asher? My daughter is right; while she remains here, the archmages will never sense our presence, but that doesn’t mean we’re not willing to fight.’

      She raised her glass, and Shella and Karalyn did the same. Bridget frowned for a moment, then joined them.

      ‘Once there were seven archmages,’ Daphne said, ‘and now only three oppose us. We shall endure, and we shall win. To the Empress.’

      They lifted the glasses to their lips, and drank.
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      Inner Sea – 29th Day, First Third Winter 526

      Thorn stood at the prow of the Seablade, her hands gripping the bowsprit as the wind whipped her hair back. The cutter was gliding over the waters of the Inner Sea, the lead boat in a convoy that numbered over four dozen vessels of differing sizes, from small fishing boats to the two enormous troop carriers. Thorn could see none of them from where she was standing, and she imagined for a moment that they were alone on the sea, and were sailing to somewhere exotic and new, instead of fleeing from defeat.

      ‘Good morning,’ she heard from behind her.

      ‘Good morning, Captain,’ she said to Lennox as she turned. ‘Are you wanting to stand here?’

      ‘No, it’s fine.’

      ‘I know that you like coming up onto this little platform every dawn, and I hope I’m not taking your place, as it were.’

      ‘Of course not,’ he said, ‘you’re free to go where you please on the Seablade.’

      She smiled at him. She could see why Karalyn was in love with the big soldier; he gave off a sense of strength and steady maturity, a quality that, until recently, Keir had been lacking. The two young men had not been getting along very well, she knew, a fact which hadn’t been helped by Keir’s constant seasickness on the journey.

      ‘We should be arriving in Plateau City today,’ he said. ‘At last.’

      ‘You’ve done a wonderful job getting us all this far in one piece,’ she said. ‘I thought that storm two nights ago was going to wreck half the convoy.’

      ‘It helps knowing every safe creek and village harbour along the route.’

      ‘The Empress will be pleased with you,’ she said, ‘and so will Karalyn, I’m sure.’

      He shrugged. ‘Just doing my job. How’s your husband this morning?’

      ‘Sick. It was the same when we sailed from Rainsby to Stretton Sands. He’s not one for boats, unfortunately.’

      ‘Well, we should be on dry land by this afternoon. I’ve ordered Carrie to let the rest of the convoy know that we’ll be speeding ahead of them for a few hours, to make sure no Rahain destroyers are patrolling anywhere near the imperial capital as we approach.’

      ‘Keir feels terrible about not being able to use his powers to help,’ she said, ‘but he can’t vision when he’s so ill. It’s strange; I can’t seem to heal seasickness.’

      Lennox leaned against the railing, his eyes scanning the horizon, and Thorn watched him for a moment.

      ‘Will you marry Karalyn when we reach her?’ she said.

      ‘We?’

      ‘Yes, we.’

      ‘I think we need to discuss our plans for when we arrive in Plateau City. I understand you’re not on good terms with the Empress?’

      ‘I wouldn’t say that. The Empress and I have a satisfactory working relationship, one which I’d rather not disturb. My approach would be to avoid contact with her while we’re in the city, and for that, some discretion may be required when we dock at the harbour.’

      ‘That might be difficult,’ Lennox said. ‘I’ll have to report to my commanding officer, and hundreds of refugees saw you, Keir and Belinda board the Seablade.’

      ‘You could say you dropped me and the Stormwitch off on the way.’

      ‘I notice you didn’t include Belinda in that.’

      Thorn frowned. ‘Belinda and I have grown apart these recent thirds, as you have no doubt observed.’

      ‘I’ve observed that she doesn’t seem to like you,’ he said. ‘Were you close?’

      ‘We were best friends, or so I thought. We’ve spent countless days together, and have been through so much, but she’s angry with me, I can feel it.’

      ‘Over what?’

      ‘I asked her to choose between me and the Empress. I mean, I didn’t put it that bluntly, but that was the effect. She hates me for putting her in that position.’

      ‘Why did you?’

      ‘Because I refuse to swear allegiance to the Empress. I bow to no one.’ She turned to him, smiling. ‘Technically, I suppose that’s not true any more. I’m a Holdfast now, and so I suppose I owe loyalty to the head of that family.’

      Lennox laughed. ‘You’ve never met Daphne, have you?’

      ‘No. She likes you, I’ll bet. Any mother would want you for a son-in-law.’

      ‘I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or not.’

      ‘I’ll be on my best behaviour for Daphne, but I’ll not be in awe of her. What’s she like?’

      ‘Bloody-minded,’ he said, ‘like her daughter.’

      They turned as Carrie walked up the crowded deck towards them.

      ‘I’ve signalled the other boats, boss,’ she said, ‘and spoken to the helmsman. We should be picking up speed soon.’

      Lennox nodded. ‘Thorn has requested that we keep her and Keir’s identity a secret when we land.’

      Carrie snorted. ‘A bit late for that. The entire convoy knows she’s on this boat.’

      ‘That’s what I said.’

      ‘I concede the point,’ Thorn said, ‘but if the Seablade were to reach Plateau City first, then I might at least get a head start, before the rest of the refugees arrive.’

      ‘We’ll see,’ said Lennox.

      ‘I’ll not be delivered into the hands of the Empress.’

      Lennox glanced down at her, his eyes unflinching. ‘We shall see.’

      ‘Can I have a quick word, boss?’ Carrie said.

      He nodded, then they both looked at Thorn.

      She frowned. ‘Very well, I shall leave you to it.’

      Thorn stepped down from the bow platform and made her way along the deck of the cutter. Belinda and Acorn were chatting close to the main mast, while behind them lay Keir, wrapped in blankets. Thorn knelt down beside him.

      ‘How are you feeling?’

      He looked up at her, his face ill and tired.

      ‘Lennox says we’ll be landing today,’ she went on, stroking hair from his eyes. ‘Dry land, Keir. Soon.’

      Acorn glanced over. ‘I have a theory about why we can’t heal seasickness.’

      ‘I’m sure you do, dear sister,’ she said, sitting on the deck by Keir, ‘but spare me, please. I don’t care, and I can’t be bothered pretending.’

      ‘What’s got into you?’ Acorn said. ‘You were annoyingly joyful when you got up this morning.’

      ‘I know the reason,’ said Belinda. ‘You heard her say to Keir that we’re arriving in Plateau City today? Thorn’s just realised that she’s going to have to face the Empress.’

      ‘Not quite,’ said Thorn; ‘I’m preoccupied because I’m trying to plan how to prevent that outcome.’ She glanced away, avoiding Belinda’s glare. ‘Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to get some rest. We still have hours of sailing before we get there, and if I do have to meet her Majesty, I want to look my best.’
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        * * *

      

      Thorn felt a hand nudge her as she dozed by Keir’s side. She opened her eyes.

      ‘Hi, Carrie.’

      ‘Thorn,’ the Kell woman said; ‘get up. Lennox and I want to talk to you.’

      Thorn sat up and glanced around. The afternoon sun was lowering in the western sky, and the Seablade was flying across the water, pushed on by a strong wind. Keir was asleep, while Belinda and Acorn were standing by the boat’s railing. Beyond them lay the coast, and the walls of Plateau City were visible, rising up on either side of the entrance to the harbour. She got to her feet and followed Carrie to the bow, where Lennox was waiting, his eyes on the city.

      ‘You wanted to speak, Captain?’ she said.

      ‘Aye. We’re nearly there.’

      ‘So I can see. Have you decided what you’re going to do when we dock?’

      He nodded towards the city. ‘Notice anything wrong?’

      She frowned, and turned her gaze back to the approaching coastline. They were a few miles out from the city, and as far as she could see, they were the only ship in sight. Was that unusual? It was the middle of winter, so maybe not. The walls looked undamaged, and there was no sign of besieging armies on either side of the huge city.

      She was about to give up when she noticed the clear skies above the capital.

      ‘No smoke,’ she said.

      ‘Aye. No smoke. This is as cold as it gets here, and no one’s lit a fire? Not one person in the entire city?’

      ‘What do you think’s happened?’

      ‘We don’t know,’ said Carrie. ‘Could the archmages have used their soulwitch powers to kill everyone without damaging anything?’

      ‘Could they have got here in time?’ said Thorn.

      ‘It’s taken us fifteen days to sail here,’ said Lennox, ‘seven days longer than normal because of having to keep the convoy together. Agatha and Racine could have ridden a horse to Plateau City in less time.’

      ‘Or winged gaien could have flown them in,’ said Carrie.

      ‘Shit, of course. Aye, they could definitely have got here on time.’

      ‘Then, yes,’ Thorn said, ‘it’s possible.’

      Lennox stared at the horizon, then nodded to Carrie. ‘Tell the helmsman we’re going in.’

      ‘Aye, Captain.’

      Thorn remained by the bow as Carrie signalled back to the wheel, and the cutter shifted direction. The great harbour of Plateau City came into view, its long stone piers extending out from the banks of the river that divided the capital in two. The giant sea walls towered up above the docks and quaysides, and in the distance the large bulk of the Great Fortress loomed. The Seablade turned past the first pier, and entered the river estuary. The original port was on the left, under the walls of the Old Town, and the helmsman guided the craft in that direction.

      Thorn strained her eyes, but could see no movement on the quays. A dozen large merchant galleys were tied up by the long wharfs, but there was no sign of any workers or sailors, and an air of silent abandonment lay over the harbour.

      ‘Where the fuck is everyone?’ muttered Carrie as they approached a wide pier.

      ‘That’s what I was going to ask,’ said Belinda, striding towards the bow. ‘Captain?’

      ‘I have no idea,’ said Lennox. ‘You have as much information as I have.’

      ‘We need Keir to perform a vision.’

      ‘He’s too sick,’ said Thorn. ‘Perhaps once we land?’

      The cutter glided in next to the pier and bumped against the side. Jasper and Conrad secured the bow and aft with ropes, and Lennox helped lower the sails.

      ‘What now?’ said Thorn, watching him.

      ‘Now we see what’s going on,’ he said.

      Thorn scanned the crew and passengers. Including Lennox, there were five marines on board, as well as her, Keir, Belinda and Acorn. Keir was sitting up, rubbing his face, and she walked over to him.

      ‘We’re here,’ she said.

      He glanced around, his eyes bleary. ‘Why’s it so quiet?’

      ‘There’s no one about.’

      ‘What?’

      He tried to stand, gripping onto the mast with his right hand. Thorn put her arm round his waist as he staggered. One of the marines, a young man called Conrad, came round to his other side, and between them, they helped Keir hobble to the side of the boat. Carrie was standing by a rope ladder leading up to the pier.

      ‘Is he going to manage?’ she said, eyeing Keir.

      ‘I’ll have to,’ he groaned.

      From the top of the pier, Lennox leaned over and took Keir’s hand, and pulled him up as the others helped. Keir clambered onto the pier and fell to his knees, vomiting over the edge into the water below. Thorn followed him up, and sat next to him as he gripped his stomach, and wiped his face. She watched Lennox as he organised his marines. They unloaded their weapons and secured the boat, locking its compartments and stowing the sails under the deck. Her eyes wandered as they worked, and she noticed movement by the main quayside.

      ‘Captain,’ she said, pointing.

      The marines stopped, and turned to look. A small group were watching them from the quay.

      ‘We’ll go together,’ said Lennox. ‘Be ready for anything.’

      Thorn helped Keir to his feet as the marines picked up their shields and checked their crossbows.

      ‘I feel like I’ve been in a bad dream for days,’ said Keir.

      ‘Can you vision?’

      He shook his head.

      ‘You need food, and rest.’

      ‘I can’t think about eating just yet. My head’s clearing a bit, though, and I could kill for a cigarette.’

      Lennox ordered them on, and they set off down the pier, the marines flanking the passengers. Ahead of them the small group were still watching. They were Rakanese sailors, Thorn noticed, each wearing long winter coats.

      ‘I’m an officer in the marines,’ Lennox said to them as they reached the quayside. ‘What’s the situation here?’

      The Rakanese sailors glanced at each other.

      ‘Marines, eh?’ said one. ‘Been out at sea, have you? Not heard the news?’

      ‘What news?’ said Lennox as they halted before the group.

      ‘City’s abandoned,’ said the sailor.

      Belinda stepped forward. ‘Where is the Empress?’

      ‘She ran away.’

      ‘Was the city attacked?’ said Lennox.

      ‘No,’ said the sailor. ‘Rahain armies are still a few days away. The Empress panicked and fled as soon as the news from Amatskouri came in. She withdrew the rest of the imperial army from the city and ran as fast as she could.’

      ‘She abandoned the people?’ said Thorn.

      ‘Yup,’ said the sailor; ‘left them high and dry. Most folk have taken her lead; the roads north were blocked with traffic for days.’

      ‘You’re lying,’ said Belinda. ‘The Empress would never leave like that. She’s not a coward.’

      The sailor shrugged. ‘Half the city saw her do it; it sparked a panic.’

      ‘Then why are you still here?’

      The sailor nodded at one of the merchant galleys. ‘That’s ours, that one. Fully loaded. Ain’t going to just abandon it. Nah, we’ll sail out of here as soon as the Rahain arrive, or deal with them if they’re civil.’

      ‘Are there any imperial units still in the city?’ said Lennox.

      ‘I’ve seen a few patrols out and about,’ said the sailor. ‘Some looters were strung up in the Kellach quarter yesterday, so they must be keeping busy.’

      Lennox nodded. ‘What’s your cargo?’

      ‘General winter provisioning,’ the sailor said. ‘You wanting to purchase anything?’

      ‘You got any cigarettes?’ said Keir.

      ‘We surely do.’

      ‘There will be more ships arriving today,’ said Lennox, ‘with hundreds of refugees from Amatskouri on board. They’ll be needing food and drink.’

      ‘From Amatskouri? Rakanese?’

      ‘Aye.’

      The sailor nodded. ‘We’ll make sure there’s provisions available for them. They bring any gold?’

      ‘They’re refugees, you selfish bastard,’ said Belinda. ‘Most fled with nothing. Perhaps we should be talking about imperial requisitioning.’

      ‘Perhaps,’ said the sailor, ‘but before you do, consider this; there are over one hundred Rakanese on the ships you see tied up behind me. All are armed. We too, have been taking measures to prevent looting.’

      ‘We have gold,’ said Lennox. ‘We’ll pay for what we take.’ He turned to the others. ‘We’ll remain in the harbour to oversee the rest of the convoy arriving. They should be here in an hour or two.’

      ‘And we shall start unloading supplies,’ said the sailor. He glanced at Keir. ‘Cigarettes, yes?’

      Keir nodded.

      The sailors dispersed, most walking up the gangplank into their merchant galley, while others ran off to notify the other ships along the wharf. Keir purchased several packets of cigarettes from the sailor, and walked back to where Thorn was standing.

      ‘We should leave,’ he said, lighting one, and passing another to Thorn.

      ‘Thanks,’ she said as he lit it for her. ‘Leave?’

      ‘Yes. This could take hours, and maybe it’s time to set off on our own.’

      ‘But what about Lennox and the marines? And don’t we need supplies?’

      ‘I know where we can rest, and pick up supplies,’ he said, ‘and we don’t need the marines. They’ll be too busy dealing with the refugees anyway. We need to press on, before the Rahain armies get here.’

      ‘And go where?’

      ‘To the Holdfast mansion in the New Town first,’ he said, ‘then on to Colsbury. To my mother.’

      ‘Then Lennox should come with us.’

      ‘Lennox has sworn an oath to the Empress,’ he said. ‘He’s a soldier, that’s where his loyalty lies.’

      ‘He’s also the father of your sister’s children.’

      ‘I don’t like him.’

      Thorn frowned at Keir. ‘Are you jealous?’

      ‘Of course not, don’t be ridiculous.’

      ‘Then I fail to see the problem. I want Lennox to be with us when we travel north.’

      ‘Why? I’ve seen the way you look at him.’

      ‘So you are jealous.’

      ‘I see you’re not denying it.’

      ‘You’ve been sick for days, Keir,’ she said. ‘I think perhaps your imagination might be playing tricks on you.’

      ‘You didn’t leave his side for the entire voyage,’ he said. ‘I watched you follow him around, while I was suffering.’

      ‘Oh Keir. I’m your wife, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to stop speaking to other men. I like Lennox, but I love you.’

      Keir lowered his head.

      ‘Why don’t we go to the Holdfast mansion now,’ she said, ‘and leave the captain here to await the other ships? Maybe things will appear differently once we’ve had a decent night’s rest.’

      He nodded.

      ‘I shall inform him,’ she said.

      She walked over to where Lennox was speaking with Carrie, Norris and Belinda.

      ‘Keir and I are leaving, temporarily,’ she said.

      They turned to glance at her.

      ‘Where are you going?’ said Belinda.

      ‘The Holdfast mansion,’ she said. ‘Keir thinks there will be supplies there, and I want him to get some sleep; the journey has exhausted him.’

      ‘I suppose you’re relieved that the Empress isn’t here?’ Belinda went on.

      ‘In a way, but the message she sent by abandoning this city is a powerful one. I fear the empire is crumbling before our eyes.’

      ‘Where is the Holdfast mansion?’ said Lennox.

      ‘I’m not actually sure,’ said Thorn. ‘In the New Town, I think.’

      ‘I know where it is,’ said Belinda. ‘I lived there for thirds.’

      Lennox nodded. ‘You can show me later.’

      ‘No, I’ll draw you a map,’ Belinda said. ‘I’m going with them.’

      ‘You don’t need to,’ said Thorn. ‘We’re not running away.’

      ‘So you say,’ said Belinda, as she took a pencil and paper from her belt and began to sketch, ‘but you and Keir are under my command.’

      ‘Since when?’

      ‘Since the moment you stepped on board the Seablade. That put you under military jurisdiction, and as the senior officer present, under my authority.’

      ‘You have the rank of captain, correct?’ said Thorn.

      ‘Correct.’

      ‘So does Lennox.’

      ‘He is only “acting”,’ Belinda said. ‘His commission hasn’t been formalised. I deferred to his command when we were at sea, as we were guests on his cutter, but we’re back on dry land. That puts me in charge.’

      Thorn glanced at Lennox, who nodded.

      ‘Very well,’ she said. ‘Come along, but I don’t recognise your authority over me.’

      Belinda turned to the marines. ‘Here’s a map to the mansion,’ she said, handing the paper to Lennox. ‘Your orders are to make sure the refugees are safely disembarked and provided for, then gather the remaining marines, and bring them to the mansion.’

      ‘The mansion?’ said Thorn.

      ‘Including the three officers,’ Belinda said, ‘there are sixty-one surviving marines from the cutter group. They’ll fit inside the mansion easily. Keir is confident that supplies are stored there?’

      Thorn nodded.

      ‘Then, Captain,’ she said to Lennox, ‘we’ll leave Acorn here in case anyone requires medical treatment, and I’ll expect to see you all not too long after nightfall.’

      ‘Aye, ma’am,’ said Lennox.

      The officers saluted, and Belinda turned. Thorn followed, and they walked over to Keir, who was smoking, his eyes on the walls of the city.

      ‘Belinda’s coming,’ Thorn said as they approached.

      Keir shrugged, and threw the cigarette butt into the water.

      They set off, walking across the deserted wharfs towards the arched openings in the wall that led to the Old Town. Thorn barely remembered her time in the city, most of which had been spent staying in the Great Fortress. They passed under a stone arch and emerged into the Old Town, its narrow streets lined high with shops, taverns and tenements. Every storefront was boarded up, and an eerie silence hung heavily in the air. They walked on, crossing a large square, and coming closer to the looming bulk of the Great Fortress. Its upper floors were visible over the rooftops, and Thorn recalled the garden at the top, where she had spoken to Corthie and Karalyn.

      The fortress faded from sight as they turned left and approached the Old Town wall. The gates leading to the New Town were open, and on the main road were signs of flight: abandoned luggage, and a broken down cart, its wheels missing. Loose items of clothing were being blown about in the breeze. The three of them stood for a moment in the silence, staring at the empty streets.

      ‘I can’t believe the Empress fled,’ said Thorn.

      ‘She didn’t flee,’ said Belinda.

      ‘She gave up her capital without a fight.’

      ‘She must have a plan,’ said Belinda, setting off again. ‘It doesn’t make sense.’

      ‘It does,’ said Keir. ‘She saw what happened to the civilians in Amatskouri, and decided she didn’t want the same thing happening here.’

      ‘That means,’ said Thorn, ‘that she knew she couldn’t defend the city from the archmages.’

      ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘A rational decision under the circumstances.’

      Belinda raised an eyebrow at him. ‘You seem to have recovered from being sick.’

      ‘I’m feeling a lot better, now that we’ve been off that damn boat for a while.’

      They turned a corner, and Thorn saw a great building tower up in front of her, its slender spires and towers piercing the blue sky.

      ‘The university,’ said Belinda.

      ‘Beautiful.’

      They carried on, and entered a district lined with tall, elegant townhouses. They turned up the grandest street of all, and Keir halted, glancing at the front doors.

      ‘When were you last here?’ said Belinda.

      ‘About ten years ago,’ Keir said. ‘I’ve only stayed that one time, when I visited the city with my mother for the Empress’s jubilee. Alright, I give up. Which door is it?’

      Belinda smiled and pointed. ‘That one.’

      They walked up the steps to a grand front door, and Keir tried the handle. It was locked. He knocked.

      ‘Will anyone be home?’ said Thorn.

      Keir knocked again, and a noise came from behind the door.

      ‘Go away,’ the voice said. ‘No visitors here.’

      ‘It’s Keir,’ he said. ‘Keir Holdfast.’

      There was silence for a moment, then the sound of several bolts being slid. The door opened a couple of inches, a thick chain draped between the gap. A pair of eyes appeared, and widened.

      The chain was unhooked and the door opened. A young Holdings woman stood there, staring at them for a second.

      ‘Lord Holdfast,’ she said, curtseying, ‘and Belinda.’

      ‘Hello, Tabitha,’ said Belinda. ‘Do Golspie and Gerald still live here as well?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘This is Thorn,’ said Keir; ‘my wife.’

      Tabitha curtseyed again. ‘Welcome.’

      She opened the door wider and gestured for them to enter. They passed through into a dark entrance hall, and Tabitha closed the door and re-locked it, sliding all the bolts back into place.

      ‘We’ve kept the upstairs closed off,’ she said as she lit a lamp. ‘We’ve been staying on the ground floor.’

      ‘Why didn’t you evacuate?’ said Belinda.

      ‘Who is it?’ called out a voice.

      They turned, and Thorn saw an older Holdings woman approach, a young man following her a few paces behind.

      ‘It’s Keir Holdfast,’ said Tabitha, ‘his wife, and Belinda.’

      The older woman halted in front of them, her mouth open as she stared at them.

      ‘Nice to see you again, Golspie,’ said Belinda. ‘I was just asking Tabitha; why didn’t you leave the city with the others?’

      ‘We received no orders to leave,’ Golspie said.

      ‘Orders from whom?’ said Thorn.

      ‘From Holder Fast, ma’am.’

      ‘My mother’s probably forgotten you’re here,’ said Keir.

      Tabitha and Gerald glanced at each other, as Golspie said nothing.

      ‘How well-stocked are you?’ said Belinda.

      ‘We have adequate provisions, ma’am.’

      ‘Show me.’

      Golspie glanced at Keir. ‘My lord?’

      ‘Belinda’s a captain in the imperial forces,’ Keir said. ‘Best do as she says.’

      ‘Very good, my lord,’ she said, bowing. ‘This way, ma’am.’

      She walked off, Belinda striding alongside.

      ‘There’s something I need to tell you,’ said Thorn as soon as Belinda was out of sight.

      ‘Can it wait a minute?’ he said. ‘My appetite’s come right back.’ He glanced at Tabitha and Gerald. ‘Any chance of something to eat?’

      ‘Of course, sir,’ said Gerald; ‘we can cook something for you. Shall I show you to your room while it’s getting prepared?’

      Keir nodded, and Gerald led him and Thorn up a staircase, while Tabitha rushed off to the kitchens.

      ‘This is the master suite,’ Gerald said as they reached a door on the first floor. ‘It’s where any Holdfast stays while they’re here.’

      He opened the door and they went through into a large bedroom, with a vast bed against a wall. Opposite it was a set of sliding glass doors leading out onto a balcony, and Thorn walked towards it, gazing at the view of the Inner Sea in the afternoon sun.

      ‘There’s a bathroom in here,’ she heard Gerald say behind her; ‘there’s a small study through that door, and finally, through here is the wardrobe.

      Thorn turned. ‘A wardrobe?’

      ‘Yes, ma’am. Fully stocked. The last occupant was Miss Karalyn Holdfast, so much may be a little on the large side for you, but there are also plenty of Holdings-sized outfits and dresses.

      Thorn smiled. ‘Anything in blue?’
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        * * *

      

      Thorn was sleeping on the bed, surrounded by a dozen dresses, when the noise of the front door being pounded awoke her. She glanced around the room. A lamp was burning from a wall-socket, illuminating the piles of empty dishes and open bottles of wine on the table. The balcony doors were wide open, and a breeze was coming in from the dark sky outside.

      ‘Who the fuck’s that at the door?’ mumbled Keir as he woke up on the bed next to her.

      The pounding came again, and Thorn sat up, a sapphire blue dress hanging from her shoulders.

      ‘I think I know who it might be,’ she said.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘You’d better get dressed,’ she said, slipping off the bed. ‘I was supposed to tell you something, but with all the food, and wine, and the dresses… and the sex, it vanished from my mind.’

      ‘Never mind that, what were you supposed to tell me?’

      She threw him a tunic. ‘Put that on. I’d better go downstairs.’ She paused in front of a mirror and sorted her hair and lipstick. She turned to Keir. ‘Put it on.’

      He frowned as she headed to the door. She went out into the hallway, then hurried down the stairs in time to see Tabitha open the front door. Belinda was by her side, and she greeted Lennox as he stepped over the threshold.

      ‘Bring them all in,’ said Belinda. ‘Tabitha, start distributing the rooms on the upper floors for our guests.’

      ‘Um...,’ said Tabitha. She saw Thorn at the bottom of the stairs. ‘My lady,’ she said, ‘is Lord Holdfast awake?’

      ‘He’ll be down in a moment,’ she said.

      ‘You did tell him, didn’t you?’ said Belinda.

      Thorn heard the door to their rooms slam shut behind her before she could respond.

      ‘What going on?’ cried Keir as he bounded down the stairs. ‘I had a look out of the window; there’s a whole company of soldiers outside.’

      ‘I have sixty marines under my command,’ said Lennox from the doorway, ‘and I was led to understand they would be staying here.’

      ‘They are,’ said Belinda.

      ‘This is my house,’ said Keir, striding towards her. ‘You have no right to invite sixty marines to stay.’

      ‘Let them in,’ said Thorn; ‘the house is big enough.’

      ‘And you knew about this, didn’t you?’ he said to her. ‘You knew, and you said nothing.’

      ‘You’re right, that was my mistake. I apologise. However, let’s not leave Lennox’s marines standing outside in the cold.’

      He glared at her, then turned to Lennox. ‘Fine. One night. Tabitha, do we have enough to feed them?’

      ‘The mansion holds a great deal of supplies,’ said Belinda, standing back as the marines began to troop into the mansion.

      Tabitha smiled, and gestured towards the stairs.

      ‘One night will be enough,’ said Lennox. ‘I intend to leave the city in the morning.’

      ‘Captain,’ said Belinda, ‘perhaps we should discuss our intentions in private before making pronouncements.’

      ‘Then let’s get it over with,’ he said. ‘It’s been a long day.’

      The line of marines was continuing through the hallway as Belinda led Lennox, Thorn and Keir to a small storeroom at the rear of the house.

      ‘There’s something I need to show you,’ she said to them after they had squeezed in; ‘something I discovered in my search of the house. Golspie says that the person I am about to show you was caught loitering outside the Holdfast mansion.’

      ‘A person?’ said Thorn.

      ‘Yes. Apparently she had been coming back here day after day, and when Golspie questioned her, she recognised her as a wanted criminal. She held her in a basement cellar, but the evacuation was called before she had time to alert the authorities.’

      She opened a hatch in the floor, revealing a flight of wooden steps. They went down, Belinda carrying the lamp. At the bottom was a spacious cellar, where an old Rahain woman was sitting by a table, reading by the light of a candle. She noticed them at the bottom of the steps and laid her book down.

      ‘Who is she?’ said Thorn.

      ‘Her name is Nadia,’ said Belinda. ‘Nyane’s mother.’

      ‘The woman responsible for Nyane’s death?’ said Thorn.

      ‘Yes,’ said the old woman, ‘it was my fault my daughter was killed; my fault that the young Holdfast girl was taken by Sable.’

      ‘My sister?’ said Keir.

      ‘Kelsey, yes,’ said Nadia. ‘I’d grown quite fond of her. She used to come round to the university to visit Nyane.’ She lowered her eyes. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘I figured she was coming round here because of guilt,’ said Belinda. ‘She told me that her husband threw her out of their apartment when he found out what she’d done.’

      Keir strode up the old woman, who sat still, her arms lowered. ‘Do you know where Kelsey is?’

      ‘No, I’m sorry.’

      ‘Then you are of no use to us. As a traitor, you should die.’

      Nadia fell to her knees. She reached out with her arms and took hold of the hem of Keir’s tunic.

      Keir glared down at the old woman, but remained motionless.

      ‘We’ll take her with us,’ said Lennox. ‘She can go in one of the supply wagons.’

      ‘What?’ said Keir. ‘Supply wagons? What are you talking about?’

      ‘I’m going to Colsbury,’ he said, ‘along with any Amatskourian refugee who wants to come, and my boat-crews. There were only twelve soldiers guarding the entire island when I was there; it could do with a few more.’

      ‘Those marines belong to the empire,’ said Belinda, ‘not the Holdfasts.’

      ‘Thorn and I will make our own way to Colsbury,’ Keir said. ‘That number of refugees is bound to attract attention.’

      ‘We’ll all be going together,’ said Belinda.

      ‘So you agree we should go, Captain?’ said Lennox.

      She glanced at him. ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Keir,’ said Thorn, ‘how are your powers? Have they returned now the sickness has worn off?’

      Everyone turned to Keir. He frowned, and took a step back from the old woman, prying her hands from his tunic.

      ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Where do you want me to vision?’

      ‘Colsbury,’ said Lennox. ‘Pass word onto Karalyn and Daphne, and ask if they know the location of the Empress.’

      Belinda frowned. ‘Agreed.’

      Keir nodded, then strode from the cellar, climbing the steps to the ground level. The old woman got back to her feet and sat at the table, her eyes flitting between the others.

      ‘So now we wait,’ said Belinda.

      ‘I’m going to Colsbury,’ said Lennox, ‘regardless of where the Empress has fled.’

      ‘Do I need to remind you of the chain of command?’

      ‘You could try to arrest me, Belinda, but if the Empress can desert her post, then I see no reason why I shouldn’t use the boat-crews to escort the refugees we rescued to Colsbury. It’s the safest place for them to be, and if the archmages do find it, then sixty extra marines will come in handy.’

      ‘Keir and I will accompany you, Captain,’ Thorn said to Lennox. ‘Ignore what he said before; I’ll talk him round.’

      Fury rose within Belinda’s eyes. ‘You and Keir are under my command; my authority. You will go where I order, and nowhere else. As for you, Lennox, I don’t want to hear another word of this bullshit. The refugees can join the main routes to the safe havens. You’ll be coming with me, and that’ll be wherever the Empress is.’

      ‘Then get ready for a journey,’ said Keir, striding back down the steps.

      They turned to him.

      ‘Where?’ said Belinda.

      ‘Colsbury.’

      ‘What? Were you not listening to me? I just said that…’

      ‘I was listening,’ Keir said. ‘We’re going to Colsbury, because that’s where the Empress is.’
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      Northern Plateau – 4th Day, Second Third Winter 526

      Small, shuttered lamps hung from the driver’s bench of each wagon as they slowly made their way up the dark hillside. The night air was chill and sharp, and frost glinted off the surface of the rocks on either side of the road, where hundreds of civilians trudged. In front of the dozen wagons, the breath of the ponies plumed up into the sky.

      ‘Poor things,’ said Acorn; ‘they’re exhausted. Much like the refugees.’

      ‘Just a couple more hours until dawn,’ Lennox said from where they sat behind the driver’s bench, ‘and then we can rest all day.’

      ‘Is that going to be the way of it from now on?’ she said. ‘Travelling by night?’

      ‘Aye. We can’t afford to get spotted again. Those flying lizards that flew over yesterday will be back. If we can stay out of sight when the sun comes up, we might lose them. It’ll slow us down, but we should still make it to Colsbury for Karalyn’s birthday on the seventh.’

      Acorn chuckled. ‘At least you’ve got your priorities straight.’

      He smiled, trying not to betray his concern. ‘The journey’s going well, all things considered. No casualties and, until yesterday, no sign of the enemy.’

      ‘It can’t be easy, herding nearly four hundred refugees.’

      He shrugged. ‘We’re marines; we can do anything.’

      ‘It’s hard to believe you’re the same man I saw on the harbour front of Rainsby,’ she said. ‘I thought my end had come, that day. The end did come, for my sister and mother.’

      He nodded. He and Acorn had spoken more than once on the journey about what he had done. It had been hard, listening to her anger and recriminations, as if he was re-living the nightmare he had gone through, but he had been patient, and Acorn’s ire had slowly faded. All he could do was continue to try to pick the right course; try to do his best; and, as Carrie had told him, try to do something good each day. He glanced back at her sleeping form, lying by a stack of crates in the back of the wagon.

      ‘She let you go deliberately, didn’t she?’ he said.

      ‘What?’ said Acorn.

      ‘It was Carrie that snatched you during the attack,’ he said, ‘and she was pulling you away with the rest of us, but you slipped away.’

      Acorn gasped. ‘That was her? Why did no one say?’ She gazed down at the sleeping woman. ‘Yes, I think it was deliberate. She’s much stronger than me, but I pulled, and she let go.’ She glanced back at Lennox. ‘Then I was shot in the back.’

      ‘Aye,’ he said, ‘by Leisha. A good woman, though a little more ruthless than Carrie. She’s always had a good heart; maybe too good for a soldier.’

      ‘You have a good heart yourself.’

      ‘Even after what I did in Rainsby?’

      ‘I’ve been watching you,’ she said. ‘I can see how you care for the welfare of the refugees, and the marines. You could have easily cut and ran, but you didn’t.’

      ‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘We rescued all those people from Amatskouri, and the safe havens are hundreds of miles away; I couldn’t just abandon them. Colsbury’s huge; it’ll easily accommodate them, and we’ll be bringing a load of supplies with us, and what’s left of the Holdfast gold. It makes sense.’

      ‘And the Empress is there; my sister’s not too happy about that. She thought she was going to be able to avoid her forever.’

      ‘Can’t be helped. But can she really still be the Empress, if she abandoned her city?’

      ‘I don’t know. Belinda certainly thinks so.’

      Lennox frowned.

      ‘I’ve seen the tension between you,’ said Acorn. ‘Be careful. There’s something about Belinda. She’s one of them, isn’t she? One of the archmages?’

      ‘She was, but she only has access to a small part of her powers.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Like Agatha, Belinda has the full range of every mage power, but Karalyn sealed them all up, and only released her battle-vision and the ability to heal.’

      ‘And could Karalyn release the rest?’

      ‘She was ordered to by the Empress,’ he said; ‘that’s why they fell out.’

      ‘Shit,’ she muttered. ‘Just what are we heading into?’

      ‘Don’t worry, Colsbury’s safe; it’s hidden from the enemy.’

      ‘It’s not the enemy that worries me,’ she said, ‘it’s who will all be gathered together on the inside.’

      He gave her a wry smile. ‘I’m going to try to get some rest,’ he said. ‘I don’t think I’ll be getting much sleep tomorrow.’

      He picked up a blanket and lay down between Carrie and the stack of crates. Even under the canvas covering of the wagon, the mountain air was chill, and his breath rose in a cloud as he exhaled. He dropped his smile, no longer concerned about keeping a brave face. The sight of the winged gaien circling over the convoy the previous evening had felt like a hammer blow. He knew he had been riding his luck, with five clear days of travelling on a good, wide road, with no sign of the enemy. Keir had employed his vision, and they were aware that Witten’s western army was swinging round from the south-west to encircle the imperial capital, a move that was presumably unconnected to Lennox and the convoy, but which placed the lead units of the Rahain uncomfortably close to their route.

      The winged gaien had probably been on a routine scouting mission, scanning the foothills of the Barrier Mountains north of Plateau City, when they had flown right over the top of the convoy.

      ‘A cold night, isn’t it, Captain?’ said a quiet voice.

      He opened his eyes. Nadia, their prisoner, was tried to the back of the wagon, a thick blanket covering her legs as she sat with her back against a crate.

      ‘Go to sleep,’ he said.

      ‘You and your lieutenant, Captain,’ she said; ‘am I right in saying that you used to be in the Army of Pyre?’

      He narrowed his eyes at her. ‘Aye.’

      ‘Then, more than anyone else here, the three of us understand what it’s like to live in Rahain. Were you brought up there?’

      ‘I was.’

      ‘You know how the government twisted everything,’ she said; ‘how they made us believe that the empire was wicked and deserved to be brought down. At some point, you must have realised this, and seen through their lies, otherwise you wouldn’t now be fighting against them.’

      Lennox said nothing.

      ‘When I am brought before the Empress,’ Nadia said, ‘I’m expecting the death penalty. In exchange for my escape from Rahain, I agreed to betray a family I’d never heard of.’

      ‘I know what you did,’ he said.

      ‘Sable murdered my daughter,’ she said, ‘despite all the promises she had given me that my own family would be left unharmed.’ She paused for a moment, her eyes welling. ‘I feel… I feel I have already been punished. Losing my daughter was worse than anything the Empress can do to me, even death.’

      ‘Then why did you go to the Holdfast mansion? You must have known you’d be caught.’

      ‘Because I want to look Kelsey’s mother in the eye, and apologise to her for what I did. Perhaps she might feel some pity for a fellow mother who has also lost her daughter.’

      ‘Is that what you want, pity?’

      ‘I want to help in the war,’ she said. ‘Like my daughter, I was a skilled engineer for many years; an expert in defences and fortifications, as well as having some modest stone mage abilities. If I were to be spared, I would do everything within my power to help the Empress.’

      ‘And you want me to speak for you?’

      ‘You are someone who understands what it was like to live in Rahain, who understands what it’s like to feel so trapped, so desperate.’

      He glanced at her. ‘I’ll speak, but I don’t know if it’ll do any good. Nyane was well loved by both Karalyn and the Empress, and the loss of Kelsey is a wound in the heart of Daphne Holdfast. You should prepare yourself for the worst.’

      ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I shall.’

      He turned away and closed his eyes, pulling the thin blanket over him.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Boss,’ said Carrie, nudging his shoulder; ‘it’s nearly dawn.’

      He opened his eyes, feeling as if he had just closed them. The wagon had stopped moving, and he got into a sitting position.

      ‘Here,’ said Carrie, pushing a mug of hot tea into his hand.

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘I’m going to let Norris get some sleep while we set up camp,’ she said. ‘He covered most of the night.’

      ‘Sure,’ he said.

      He climbed up onto the driver’s bench and gazed along the road. His wagon was close to the front of the convoy, and all around, refugees and marines were moving. A queue was forming by a wagon to the rear of the line, where Rakanese helpers were distributing the morning rations amid the grey light of dawn. The Barrier Mountains loomed ahead, their peaks capped in white, with a band of thick forest below.

      ‘We’re under ten miles from the treeline,’ Carrie said.

      Lennox nodded. ‘We’ll easily make that tonight.’ He slurped the hot tea as he scanned the lightening skies. ‘Make sure the refugees are settled soon, and cover the wagons. I’m going to speak to Belinda and the others.’

      ‘Aye, boss,’ she said as he jumped down to the icy ground.

      He walked to the head of the convoy, where he knew Belinda had based herself. Marines saluted as he passed, and many of the refugees hailed him. A small group of marines were standing by the lead wagon, speaking to Belinda, Thorn and Keir.

      ‘Good morning,’ he said as he approached.

      ‘Good morning, Captain,’ said Thorn.

      ‘This road,’ Belinda said, pointing at the mountains; ‘it leads through that pass, correct?’

      ‘Aye, though other roads intersect it beyond the treeline. The way to Colsbury isn’t easy to find; you have to follow a narrow track before the road starts again.’

      ‘So it should be possible to evade our pursuers once we’re in the forest?’

      ‘As long as they’re not too close, aye.’

      Belinda nodded. ‘Then we should keep going. I estimate we should be under the cover of the trees in about two hours if we press on.’

      ‘But the flying lizards will be back,’ said Lennox. ‘There are seven or eight miles of hillside to cover before we get to the trees, and the refugees are exhausted; they’ve been walking for a day and a night.’

      ‘All the more reason to keep going,’ she said; ‘we’ll be safe when we reach the treeline. If the winged gaien come back, they’ll see us if we’re camped out in the open.’

      ‘Not if we cover the wagons and remain still. The gaien’s eyes work on movement. They’ve been trained to circle at a certain height over moving bodies, that’s how the Rahain know when they’ve seen something. If no one moves, they’ll fly past.’

      ‘There are four hundred refugees, Lennox,’ she said. ‘How do you expect them to remain still all day? We won’t be able to control them. We should never have brought them.’

      ‘With all due respect, Captain, we’ve been over this. The refugees are our responsibility until we reach somewhere safe to deposit them.’

      ‘And as our responsibility, how do you suggest we stop their every movement for the next twelve hours?’

      ‘I think Belinda’s right,’ said Keir. If the lizards come back and see us, it’d be better if we’re halfway to the treeline than back here.’

      Belinda blinked in surprise.

      ‘But,’ said Thorn, ‘if we move they’ll definitely see us, but if we stay they might not.’

      The sun peered over the horizon to the east, its rays brightening the ground and making the frost glisten.

      ‘We’re wasting time,’ said Belinda. ‘Get the refugees on the move.’

      Lennox shook his head. ‘Many are too exhausted to walk.’

      She turned to the soulwitch. ‘Thorn can fix that.’

      ‘I can?’ she said.

      ‘Yes. Give them a burst of healing.’

      ‘The whole crowd?’ said Thorn. ‘I could, but I’d be no use afterwards, at least for a few hours.’

      ‘You can go in a wagon with the older people,’ Belinda said. ‘Do it now.’

      Thorn glanced at Lennox, but he said nothing.

      ‘Very well,’ Thorn said. ‘I’ll need some higher ground, from where I can see everyone. Keir, will you walk with me?’

      He nodded, and the two of them set off. They clambered up the steep side of a ridge by the edge of the road and disappeared out of view, as Lennox and Belinda eyed each other in silence.

      ‘We want the same thing, Belinda,’ he said; ‘to get to Colsbury in one piece. Why must we always argue?’

      ‘We want the same thing,’ she said, ‘but for different reasons. I’m trying to do what’s best for the empire, but you? Don’t think I’ve forgotten your insubordination in Plateau City; were this not an extreme situation, you’d be facing a court martial.’

      ‘Aye? Well, you can let the Empress know when we arrive.’

      He turned, and gazed down the road at the wagons and the mass of refugees clustered on both sides of the convoy. Marines were dotted here and there, guarding the periphery, and watching the queues at the wagons distributing food. His eyes widened as a visible change came over the crowd. Hunched shoulders were straightened, and grimaces softened, as an air of almost cheerfulness descended upon the refugees.

      ‘Right,’ said Belinda, ‘time to get moving.’

      Lennox called for Carrie and Norris, and the marines began herding the refugees back onto the road. The oldest were helped up into the wagons, along with Keir and an exhausted Thorn, then the marines took up their usual flanking positions, and the convoy set off, less than an hour after stopping. Lennox walked near the front, a few paces to the left of Belinda; his eyes were on the sky; hers on the approaching treeline. The road banked as it rose, twisting among the foothills and slopes of the Barrier Mountains, and the convoy followed the curves and bends like a serpent nearly a quarter of a mile long.

      The winter sun began to warm his skin as they walked up the steep road. A stream ran down the hill to their left, and another rocky slope climbed away beyond. The skies were clear and he relaxed a little, his thoughts turning to Karalyn. He could be in Colsbury with her at that moment, if she had used the Quadrant when she had visioned to him in Plateau City. She had wanted to, but he knew he couldn’t abandon the hundreds of refugees that were depending on him for their safety. He had told her his plans and she had given her approval. He had longed to touch her, the apparition in his room leaving him breathless. Just a couple more days, he thought, and she would be in his arms again.

      A smaller tributary met the stream in a joining of valleys. The road swept round to the right, while a shallow gully followed the lesser stream up through the hills to the left. The convoy reached the turn, and Lennox glanced back, some motion drawing his eyes.

      ‘Gaien!’ he cried, as he spotted the cluster of black specks in the sky. They were at the far end of the shallow gully, and were soaring down towards the convoy.

      ‘Keep moving,’ yelled Belinda as many of the refugees halted to look. ‘They’re only scouts; don’t stop.’

      Lennox watched as the gaien approached. Two broke off to follow the stream downhill while the others passed overhead. They wheeled back, and began circling over the convoy in lazy arcs.

      ‘How long have we got?’ said Belinda.

      He glanced down at her. ‘It depends on where the Rahain scouts are positioned, and what kind of reinforcements are close by.’

      ‘So you don’t know?’

      ‘In the old days, a company would be kept within range, ready to fly in, if or when word from the scouts reached them.’

      She nodded. ‘You were right. We should have stayed under cover.’

      ‘We need to figure out what to do now.’

      ‘We have no choice,’ she said; ‘if what you predicted comes true, we should leave the refugees and wagons behind, and run for the treeline. The safety of the Empress comes first, and we can’t risk the enemy finding the way to Colsbury.’

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘Lead the refugees on. The marines will screen your retreat.’

      ‘The lives of the marines are worth more than the refugees.’

      He paused. ‘Do you think the Empress would agree?’

      She stared at him.

      Behind where they stood, the convoy was rumbling onwards. About a quarter of the wagons had passed the turn in the road, where the two valleys met. Lieutenant Norris, who was leading a column of marines, caught sight of Lennox and approached.

      ‘What are our orders, Captain?’

      ‘Carry on as normal for now, and keep the convoy moving,’ he said; ‘but watch the skies. If more lizards come in bearing carriages, get all of your crews together on the side facing the attack. Spread the word down the line.’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ Norris said, saluting. He about-turned and began talking to the following marines.

      As they dispersed down the road, Belinda faced him.

      ‘You think I’m heartless,’ she said, ‘but I care deeply about the empire, and the future. We’re losing the war, and in order to win, we’ll have to make some ruthless decisions.’

      ‘Then we’re just as bad as the archmages.’

      ‘But we’re in a crisis. We can go back to being nice when it’s over.’

      ‘I can’t accept that. I understand sacrifice in war; sometimes a unit is in an unwinnable position, and there’s nothing you can do about it, but I’m not going to throw away the lives of hundreds of civilians so we can make our escape. These are the very people we’re fighting for; the citizens of the empire. How will the Empress feel when she learns that we only arrived in Colsbury because we ran away while hundreds of her people were being slaughtered?’

      Belinda lowered her eyes for a moment, as if processing what he had said.

      ‘Alright,’ she said, lifting her head. ‘If the Rahain come back, I’ll stay here with you. I’ll be of considerably more use in a fight than I would at the head of the convoy. Get one of your lieutenants to lead.’

      ‘Alright, Captain. I’ve yet to see you fight; I hear you’re good.’

      She smiled. ‘With any luck, there will be no fight today, but if there is, then you’ll see.’

      He glanced back to the shallow gully, but the sky was clear. When a third of the convoy had passed the turn, he walked down off the road and sat on a large boulder to watch the sky. Belinda climbed up next to him.

      ‘About before,’ he said, ‘you were right about the refugees. It would have been impossible to have kept them all from moving about all day.’

      ‘Shit,’ she said, pointing; ‘look.’

      He gazed up. Above the ridge where the gully ended, a swarm of black specks were approaching. He jumped down from the boulder and bounded back up onto the road.

      ‘Get me Norris and Carrie,’ he said to the nearest group of marines, and they ran off. His eyes scanned the wagons until he saw the one he needed. He sprinted over to it, and climbed up to the driver’s bench. He leaned into the back.

      ‘Keir, Thorn,’ he said. ‘Rahain units are approaching.’

      The soulwitch was lying down, her head resting on a pillow, while Keir was crouching by her side.

      ‘How many?’ he said.

      ‘A hundred, maybe more.’

      Keir nodded. ‘Do we have much fuel?’

      ‘Flying carriages burn pretty well.’

      ‘They do indeed,’ Keir said. He leaned over and kissed Thorn on the forehead. ‘I’ll be back soon, my love.’

      Lennox waited as Keir pulled on his boots and picked up a long cloak. They jumped down from the wagon, and walked back to the turn in the road, where Belinda was waiting.

      ‘Why did you bring him?’ she said.

      ‘And hello to you,’ said Keir. ‘Nice to know I’m welcome.’

      ‘But you can’t fight.’

      ‘Fight?’ Keir said, pointing up at the approaching fleet of gaien. ‘Lennox and I are about to burn those Rahain bastards to cinders.’

      ‘No,’ said Belinda. ‘If you use your powers, you’ll alert the archmages to your presence. Witten’s not too far from here; he’ll sense you.’

      ‘Boss?’ said Carrie, as she and Norris approached. ‘What’s the plan?’

      ‘Lieutenant Carrie, form the marines up on this side of the road,’ Lennox said, ‘between the convoy and the Rahain.’ He pointed at the side of the gulley. ‘That’s most likely where they’ll land; it’s flat enough for the carriages, so get the boat-crews over here, and move them to where the two streams merge. Leave me Jasper, and tell her to bring two lanterns.’

      Carrie raised an eyebrow, and glanced at Keir. ‘Aye, Captain.’

      ‘Lieutenant Norris,’ Lennox went on, ‘you get up to the head of the convoy, and take command. Lead the wagons and the refugees as far as the crossroads in the forest, then await us there.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      Both officers saluted and rushed off.

      Marines began to head down the slope from the road to the bottom of the valley where the streams met. The first flying carriages were starting to land on the far side of the gully, the winged gaien hovering overhead as their cargo of Rahain infantry was disgorged onto the stony slopes.

      Lennox stood by the side of the road, Keir to his left and Belinda to his right.

      ‘Don’t do it,’ said Belinda; ‘you’ll draw Witten down on us.’

      ‘We’ll be gone long before any reinforcements can arrive,’ said Lennox.

      ‘Looks like a full company,’ said Keir. ‘They outnumber the marines by two to one. If we do nothing, many of them will be killed.’

      ‘But if Witten learns where Colsbury is, then no one is safe.’

      ‘It’ll be fine,’ said Lennox, ‘as long as we kill them all.’ He turned to Keir. ‘How’s your range?’

      ‘A couple of miles.’

      Lennox smothered a gasp. ‘What?’

      ‘I cheat,’ said Keir; ‘I can use my vision powers to control fire much further away than normal fire mages.’

      ‘Then do it now,’ said Belinda. ‘If you’re going to use your powers, do it now, quickly, before any of the Rahain come close enough to see us; and destroy them all, as Lennox says.’

      Keir squinted into the distance, and he smiled. ‘I’m going to need more fuel than a couple of lanterns can provide.’

      They gathered a collection of empty food crates and rubbish and piled it into a heap. Jasper poured some oil onto it, then lit the small bonfire. Keir flexed his fingers, then stared at the far side of the gulley, where a cluster of flying carriages were beginning to take off, their soldiers scrambling into lines by the mouth of the valley.

      He flicked his hand at the flames and Lennox watched in silence as the fire responded to him. A large mass of flames was lifted into the air, and compressed into a ball of white fire. Keir grunted, then flung his arm out, and the fireball shot away, soaring through the sky. Lennox stood frozen, unable to believe the power of the Holdfast mage. He had imagined two hundred yards to be a respectable distance; but two miles?

      The marines watched open-mouthed as the fireball ripped into the first flying carriage. The flames spread from end to end, then from carriage to carriage, and fire rained down on the ranks of Rahain on the ground beneath the raging storm of flames. Winged gaien cried out, and flew upwards in panic, their tethers to the carriages burnt through. Keir directed the flames down onto the remaining Rahain soldiers, catching them in groups as they tried to flee; until the side of the gully lay still, the surface littered in smouldering bodies and fragments of burning carriage.

      Keir lowered his hand, coughed, then lit a cigarette as the marines turned from the spectacle to stare at him. He glanced at Belinda.

      ‘Was that quick enough for you?’

      Belinda nodded. The countdown has begun,’ she said. ‘Witten will be on his way.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, the last of the wagons crawled beneath the protective covering of the dense forest. The road carried on, winding its way up the hillside, towards a place in the mountains where three passes began; one of which led to Colsbury. Lennox led the mass of refugees past the crossroads, and along the small track that marked the start of the road to Colsbury. As the wagons passed up the track, he waited by the junction, watching as the morning passed. When Thorn’s wagon approached, he climbed up onto the back.

      Keir was sitting in the rear of the wagon with Thorn, who was resting, a blanket wrapped round her.

      ‘Hello, Captain,’ she said. ‘Keir was telling me about the Rahain carriages.’

      ‘He did a fine job.’

      She smiled. ‘Is there something I can help you with?’

      ‘Aye, well I think so. Are you recovered enough to use your powers?’

      ‘It depends what for,’ she said. ‘Did you have something in mind? Is anyone sick or injured?’

      ‘Would you mind stepping down from the carriage for a moment, and I’ll explain?’

      Keir frowned as Thorn got up, keeping the blanket round her shoulders. He helped her down from the back of the wagon, and Lennox joined them on the rough track.

      ‘This way,’ Lennox said, leading them back to the road junction.

      Belinda was there when they arrived, overseeing the last of the wagons as they turned off the main road and onto the track.

      ‘This is our problem,’ said Lennox, gesturing to the junction. ‘Three main roads join here, as well as the track to Colsbury. However, the weight of so many wagons and refugees has churned up the track, and made it obvious which way we’ve gone.’

      Thorn nodded.

      ‘I heard,’ Lennox went on, ‘that Sanang mages can cause plants and trees to move?’

      She glanced at him. ‘That is true.’

      ‘Could you do that for us here?’ he said. ‘There’s plenty of undergrowth and trees; can you hide the track from the Rahain?’

      She walked closer to the junction of the track and the road, her eyes taking in the arrangement of pine and spruce trees, and the bushes and undergrowth. The final wagon and the last of the refugees had left the main, paved thoroughfare, and the road leading back down the hillside was empty.

      ‘Yes,’ she said.

      She raised her arms into the air, and at once the vegetation responded. Thorn bushes seemed to coil and uncoil, stretching their long, spindly branches across the gap where the track began. Trees groaned and rustled, their limbs twisting and moving. Dead pine needles fell to the ground in a shower as the branches shifted, closing the gap. On the ground, grass sprouted up, reaching knee-height in a swaying mass; mingling with the thorn bushes, and hiding all sign that the convoy had passed that way.

      She lowered her hands and glanced at Lennox.

      He nodded, his breath taken away by what he had seen. Within the space of a few hours, both Keir and Thorn had shown him powers that he had barely believed possible.

      ‘Good job,’ said Keir.

      ‘Aye,’ said Lennox. ‘Perfect.’

      ‘It’ll work on any scouts or soldiers that go by,’ said Belinda, ‘but if Witten comes in person, he’ll be able to sense the powers that have been used here.’

      ‘How do you know?’ said Keir, frowning.

      She glanced at them. ‘Because I can sense it; I can feel the traces of Thorn’s power dripping from each branch, each blade of grass.’

      The others said nothing.

      ‘Let’s go,’ said Belinda; ‘we still have two days of walking ahead of us.’

      She strode off after the wagons, and the others followed in silence.
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      Barrier Mountains, Republic of the Holdings – 6th Day, Second Third Winter 526

      ‘I’m starting to wonder if this was a good idea,’ Sable said.

      Ravi glanced at her as they walked along the mountain path. ‘We’ve been travelling for twenty days,’ he said, ‘and this is the first time you’ve been worried?’

      The afternoon sun was shining down on them, illuminating the mountainsides and valleys in vibrant shades of greens and browns, and turning the snow-covered summits into dazzling beacons of white.

      Sable smiled. ‘I’ve been trying not to think about it.’

      ‘About what?’ said Kelsey. ‘Meeting my mother?’

      Ravi shifted the heavy pack on his back as his legs ached from the days of walking.

      ‘I’m not scared of her,’ Sable said, ‘but I’m also not the kind of person who likes to bow or grovel in front of anyone.’

      ‘Even to beg for your life?’ said Kelsey.

      ‘Especially for that reason,’ she said; ‘how undignified. When I was an agent for the Rahain, nothing would fill me more full of disgust and contempt than when someone was weeping and begging me not to kill them. I had much more respect for the ones who took it calmly.’

      ‘But you killed them as well?’ said Ravi.

      Sable nodded. ‘Mostly.’

      The path reached the top of a ridge, and they caught a view down the valley. Mountains rose all around them, with stretches of dark forest and green meadows in the high plateaus. The air felt clean and sharp, and Ravi savoured it, his heart lifting despite the exhaustion and aches coming from his body.

      ‘So much nicer than the Grey Mountains,’ he said. ‘As their name suggests, they’re nothing but barren wastes, but this? This is beautiful.’

      ‘They’re just big lumps of rock, Ravi,’ said Kelsey. She turned to Sable. ‘How much further to go?’

      ‘We need to go down for a bit,’ she said, pointing at the path winding down from the ridge, ‘then follow the valley. A couple of hours, perhaps?’

      ‘So we should be there before sunset?’ Ravi said.

      ‘If your legs can keep up,’ Sable said. ‘Come on.’

      She set off down the path, and the others followed. Ravi’s stomach growled as they walked by the low shrubs and high grasses. They had eaten nothing of any substance for two days, and his hunger was beginning to occupy his thoughts. They had been able to take water from the many small streams they had crossed on their walk, and had camped each night close to a fresh supply, sleeping in a tent they had bought when the river barge reached its terminus. The tiny river port had been bustling with the news from the capital, about how the Holdfasts had swooped in, and assassinated an archmage, before destroying the minds of the Blackholds; it was all the folk could talk about. Many had hoped that the Holdfasts had returned to retake control of the republic, and were disappointed to learn that no sighting of them had been made after the attack; as if they had vanished into thin air.

      Ravi smiled at the memory, the distance in time and miles diluting the horror of the scene he had witnessed up on the citadel. He was looking forward to meeting the mighty and famed Holdfasts again, and he wondered if they remembered him. Daphne had been stern and forbidding during their brief meeting, and she had been mourning the death of her husband, so it was unlikely that she would recall some random Rakanese guy. Karalyn would surely remember him, though. The intensity of the few days they had spent together in Rahain with Calder, Kerri and Belinda would be seared in his mind forever.

      They joined a wide stream at the bottom at the valley, flowing south, and followed it, their path high up on the grassy left bank. Birds sang in the trees as they walked, and were it not for his aching feet, Ravi could almost imagine they were in a dream.

      The stream widened, and from the top of the path, Ravi saw it flow into a large, still lake. On its right flank the mountains rose sheer out of the icy depths; while a low strip of land lay by the banks of its left side, along which the path continued. The blue sky was reflected perfectly in the vastness of the lake, edged by the snow-covered peaks of the mountains.

      They walked on by the side of the lake as the sun slowly descended across the western sky, casting the flank of the mountains into shadow, and spreading across the water. There was a bend in the lake, where it turned south-west, and the path went through a small patch of trees. They halted when they came to the other side, and stared at the sight of the island ahead of them.

      It sat out in the lake, tall and proud, its encircling walls high, and the towers within stretching up into the sky. The island was connected by a thin bridge, which was just visible in the distance, and a village sat along the bank on the other side.

      ‘Colsbury,’ said Kelsey. ‘Just as I saw it.’

      ‘So it was a prophecy?’ said Sable. ‘Is that how you knew where they were?’

      ‘Aye. The same prophecy where I saw your death.’

      Sable’s eyes narrowed.

      ‘You told us you made that up,’ said Ravi.

      ‘Maybe I did,’ she said; ‘maybe I didn’t.’

      ‘And you thought it was a good idea to bring it up now?’ he said.

      Kelsey lit a cigarette and slung her bag to the ground. ‘She had us in chains for thirds, Ravi. Don’t tell me I can’t make jokes at her expense every now and again.’

      ‘It’s the last joke like that you’ll make,’ said Sable.

      ‘Why?’ said Kelsey. ‘Are you going to kill me?’

      ‘As much as I would enjoy that, you are my niece,’ said Sable, ‘and so I shall make an exception. No, I’m leaving. I’ve done my job and delivered you to safety. I shall disappear; find somewhere comfortable to hide.’ She put out her hand to Kelsey. ‘It was nice to know you. Good luck.’

      ‘Fuck off,’ Kelsey said. ‘Stop gibbering; you’re coming with us, and that’s final.’

      ‘You two couldn’t stop me.’

      ‘We don’t have to,’ said Kelsey. ‘As soon as we get to Colsbury, I’ll tell my mother that the dangerous criminal known as Sable is a few miles away. Between her and my sister, they’ll find your sorry arse in minutes. And with the Quadrant, they’ll come for you. Shella’s a high level flow mage; she lives in Colsbury too, did you know that? A good friend of my mother’s; I’m sure she’d lend a hand.’

      Sable stared in the direction of the island, her eyes tight. Ravi opened his mouth to speak, but Kelsey nudged him in the ribs and shook her head.

      ‘Only if I get to wear a cloak,’ Sable said after a moment; ‘with a hood. I don’t want to be recognised by anyone before I’m in the presence of my half-sister. There are too many people who want to kill me that know my face.’

      Kelsey shrugged. ‘Fine.’

      ‘And I’m not going to beg,’ Sable went on; ‘not ever.’

      She pulled her bag to the ground and untied a large pocket. She took out a bottle and a long, dark cloak. She threw the cloak over her shoulders, and opened the bottle.

      ‘You said there was no rum left,’ muttered Ravi.

      ‘Always keep a spare,’ she winked back at him, taking a swig. She re-sealed the bottle and shoved it back into the bag, before pulling the hood down to cover her features.

      ‘Ready?’ said Kelsey, frowning.

      Sable nodded, and they started off down the path again, striding across the grassy track as it followed the edge of the lake. The sun dipped below the peaks of the mountains to the west, and the shadows swept up the far bank, chilling the air as they walked. Cultivated fields began to spread up the low flanks of the hillside to their left, some with cattle out feeding by their byres; others tilled and ready to be sown in spring.

      Ravi gazed up as the castle loomed ahead, its walls rising out of the bedrock of the island; a solid curtain of stone. Lanterns were being lit in the village, as the shadows turned into dusk. A market was crowded with people in a small square to the left of the road, and Ravi looked away from the stalls selling hot meat, his stomach hurting again. They walked past the market, with a few glances in their direction; while some stopped to stare.

      ‘They’re probably not used to seeing many Rakanese except for Lady Shella,’ Ravi said, keeping his voice low.

      Kelsey hushed him, and they turned right towards the bridge, heading away from the village centre. Ravi glanced ahead. No one was close to, or on the bridge as far as he could see, and they passed without hindrance onto the first span. Two Holdings guards were standing at the other end of the second span, by the towering gatehouse that marked the entrance to the castle. Sable shifted her position a little, so she was behind Ravi and Kelsey as they walked across the final section of the bridge.

      The guards watched as they approached, and one of them stepped forward when they were a few paces away. His eyes widened when he saw Ravi.

      ‘A Rakanese?’ he said.

      ‘Quite clearly,’ said Kelsey.

      ‘But I thought that lot weren’t arriving until tomorrow,’ he said; ‘that’s what I was told.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ said Kelsey.

      ‘Is he from Amatskouri?’

      ‘I am, yes,’ said Ravi.

      ‘Then you’re one of the refugees that’s coming, only it’s supposed to be tomorrow.’

      ‘There are refugees from Amatskouri coming here?’ said Kelsey.

      ‘Yes, miss,’ said the guard. ‘Four hundred.’

      Ravi’s heart fell. ‘Has the city fallen?’

      The guard frowned. ‘It fell twenty days ago; and Plateau City went the same way the day before yesterday.’

      ‘What?’ said Ravi. ‘The archmages have won?’

      ‘Never mind that,’ said Kelsey, ‘please tell Holder Fast that her daughter has arrived.’

      The two guards took a step back, ‘You’re a Holdfast?’

      ‘I am. Now tell my mother that we’re here, or, better still, let us in so I can do it in person.’
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      Ravi, Kelsey and Sable were escorted by a different pair of guards through the arched entrance of the gatehouse, emerging into a large courtyard that stretched off to the left. Ravi gazed around at the buildings. The interior of the castle was grander than anything he had seen in Plateau City, and was crowned with soaring monuments of stone.

      They crossed the yard and went through another gatehouse, which led to the enormous twin keeps that sat in the centre of the island. The one on the left was a floor taller than the other, and the guards ushered them towards it. At the fortified entrance, the guards spoke to an older woman in civilian robes, who glanced over at the arrivals as she listened. She nodded to the guards and walked over.

      ‘I am a courtier within the household of her Royal Highness Shellakanawara,’ she said.

      ‘You mean Aunty Shella?’ said Kelsey.

      The woman smiled, then leaned over to one of the guards and whispered in his ear. The guard nodded, then sped off, running through the entrance to the keep.

      ‘May I ask your name, young lady?’

      ‘Kelsey Holdfast.’

      ‘And those of your companions?’

      ‘This is Ravi… something.’

      ‘We’ve been together this long and you still don’t know my family name?’

      ‘Sorry,’ she smirked.

      Ravi frowned at her. ‘I’m a friend of Karalyn Holdfast,’ he said to the woman. ‘She rescued me from Rahain. She’s staying here as well, isn’t she?’

      The woman ignored him. ‘And the hooded lady?’

      ‘She was our guide here,’ said Kelsey.

      ‘No hoods inside the Great Keep, please.’

      Kelsey nodded to Sable and, after a moment, the Holdings mage pulled the hood from over her face.

      The courtier remained expressionless. ‘Name?’

      ‘Silvia of Hold Elance,’ Sable said; ‘formally of the imperial cavalry, ma’am.’

      ‘Thank you.’ The woman glanced back at the door as the guard returned. He nodded.

      ‘This way, please,’ said the courtier.

      ‘I wasn’t expecting things round here to be so formal,’ said Kelsey, as they walked through the entranceway into the Great Keep’s lower floor.

      The courtier smiled. ‘They aren’t usually, miss. We have a rather important guest.’

      ‘Who?’ said Ravi.

      ‘Not for me to say.’

      They ascended three wide flights of stairs, with the courtier leading, and the two guards a few steps behind.

      ‘After all that walking,’ gasped Ravi, ‘it’ll be these stairs that’ll kill me.’

      ‘We’re almost there,’ said the woman, gesturing towards a large set of double doors, where another courtier stood waiting.

      The doors were opened, and they walked through into a large chamber, with a high, painted ceiling.

      ‘Kelsey!’ cried a voice.

      ‘Mother?’

      The two women raced across the floor, another following close by. The three of them collided in the middle of the hall, their arms thrown around each other as they laughed and wept in a tight embrace. Ravi came to a stop a few yards away, biting his lip as Sable stood behind his right shoulder.

      ‘That’s Daphne and Karalyn,’ he whispered.

      ‘I’d already guessed that, but thanks anyway.’

      A Rakanese woman got up from a chair by the roaring fire and walked across the floor of the hall. She smiled at Kelsey as she passed the huddle in the centre of the room, and approached the courtier.

      ‘Thank you for bringing them up,’ she said to the woman and the guards. She turned to Ravi and Sable.

      ‘The companions of Miss Kelsey Holdfast,’ said the courtier; ‘Ravi, and Silvia of Hold Elance.’

      ‘And they helped bring Kelsey home?’

      ‘We shared her perils along the way,’ said Sable.

      Shella glanced at her, frowning.

      ‘Is that Ravi?’ said Karalyn, emerging from the embrace. She walked forwards.

      ‘Hi, Karalyn,’ he said.

      ‘We heard you were abducted by Sable at the same time as Kelsey. I’m glad you’re all right.’

      She approached Sable, as Daphne and Kelsey made their way over, the mother clasping her daughter’s hand.

      ‘This is Silvia of Hold Elance, apparently,’ said Shella.

      Ravi took a step to the side as Karalyn faced Sable.

      ‘Who are you really?’ she said. ‘I can tell you’re lying.’

      ‘What’s going on?’ said Daphne. ‘Who is this?’

      ‘My name is Sable,’ she said, staring in defiance at the group facing her, ‘and yes, I killed Nyane, and captured Kelsey, and I’ve done a whole lot worse than that.’

      She fell to her knees, choking, as Karalyn’s gaze bore down on her. Ravi reached out to intervene, but Kelsey caught his arm, and pulled it down to her side.

      ‘Not yet,’ she whispered.

      ‘This is Sable Blackhold?’ said Daphne, her eyes narrow as she gazed down at her.

      ‘Aye,’ said Karalyn. ‘I can see it in her mind. She’s under my control; what do you want to do with her?’

      ‘Kill her,’ said Daphne. ‘I’ll do it if you’re too squeamish.’

      ‘Or me,’ said Shella. ‘I’ve learned a lot about Sable; she’s a filthy traitor who sold out the empire and betrayed her people. It was her that organised many of the terrorist attacks in the capital before the war, and she was responsible for the loss of Silverstream.’

      ‘Maybe we should hand her over to Bridget,’ said Karalyn, ‘if she’s a war criminal.’

      ‘Why bother?’ said Daphne. ‘The outcome will be the same.’

      ‘Yeah,’ said Shella, ‘but she’ll go mental at us if she’s not here to witness it.’

      ‘Good point,’ said Daphne. ‘Someone should go and fetch the Empress.’

      ‘My lady,’ bowed the courtier, looking like she would be happy to leave the room; ‘I’ll see to it at once.’

      The woman hastened from the room, leaving the two guards glancing at each other.

      ‘The Empress?’ said Ravi. ‘She’s here?’

      ‘Keep her held,’ said Daphne to Karalyn; ‘she has a couple more minutes to live.’

      Kelsey stepped forwards, and pushed her way between Sable and her sister.

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘Stop this.’

      Karalyn frowned. ‘Why?’

      ‘Kelsey, please,’ said Daphne. ‘I don’t know what kind of bond you formed with her, but Sable is a traitor, and a murderer; she cannot be trusted. Whatever story she’s told you about herself, you must not believe it.’

      ‘You’re right mother,’ Kelsey said; ‘Sable’s not a very nice person. She and I have been fighting for thirds, ever since she murdered Nyane and bore me and Ravi away. But guess what? She’s changed sides. The archmages hate her, and want to kill her as much as they want to kill us.’ She shook her head. ‘It almost pains me to say it, but Sable has saved our lives many times. She could have deserted us, betrayed us, again and again, but she didn’t.’

      ‘She had you in chains,’ said Karalyn.

      ‘At first, aye,’ Kelsey said, ‘but after we fought Asher in the desert we ended up having to care for her, because she had been injured defending us.’

      ‘She fought Asher?’ said Daphne.

      ‘Aye. All I ask, mother, sister, is that you give her a fair hearing, and not execute her out of hand. If it ends up the same, then fair enough, I’ll have done what I feel I owe her.’

      ‘You’re a good girl,’ said Daphne, ‘and I think I understand. We shall do as you wish. Guards,’ she called over to the doorway, ‘tie Sable Blackhold’s wrists, if you please.’

      The guard hurried over. One grabbed Sable’s arms and yanked them behind her back, while the other secured her wrists.

      ‘Karalyn,’ Daphne said, ‘you can release her now.’

      Karalyn nodded, and Sable fell to the floor, gasping. Ravi knelt down by her side, his heart sickened. He knew Sable deserved to be punished for everything she had done, but there remained a fragile glimmer of hope within him that she could somehow be redeemed.

      Kelsey stepped up close to his shoulder. ‘She’ll be alright.’

      ‘Why didn’t you tell them?’ he whispered.

      ‘Just leave it to me; you’re doing great.’

      The doors to the chamber opened wide and Ravi glanced up to see a Kellach woman walk into the room.

      ‘Kelsey and Ravi,’ she cried, seeing them.

      Ravi got up, then bowed, while Kelsey curtsied next to him.

      ‘Your Majesty,’ he said.

      ‘Good to see you safe and sound.’ She paused as her eyes fell upon the figure lying on the floor. ‘Sable Blackhold. I doubted I’d ever see you again. Why did you come here?’

      Sable made no response.

      The Empress glanced at Daphne. ‘Is she wounded?’

      ‘She’s fine,’ said Karalyn; ‘she can hear everything we’re saying.’

      ‘Are you still in her head, dear?’ said Daphne.

      ‘A little bit,’ said Karalyn; ‘just enough to prevent her trying anything.’

      ‘Frankly, I’m a little surprised you haven’t killed her,’ said the Empress.

      ‘My youngest child has pleaded for her to be given a chance to speak in her own defence.’

      ‘It’s the right thing to do,’ said Kelsey, standing with her hands on her hips. ‘We’re not savages.’

      ‘Get up, Sable,’ said the Empress.

      The Holdings mage lifted her head from the carpet. ‘My brain feels like it’s been mangled.’

      Ravi reached out his hand and helped her stand. She swayed for a second, her arms tied behind her back, and glanced at the faces staring at her.

      ‘Well?’ said Daphne. ‘Speak.’

      Sable glanced from one face to the another. ‘I told Kelsey I wouldn’t beg for my life, and I’m not going to. She and Ravi seemed to think that if I brought them here safely, then somehow you would look beyond the harm I have caused you and the empire, and show me some clemency. I told her I thought she was being ridiculous, and nothing that has happened here has changed my mind.’

      The Empress nodded. ‘And what do you think would be a fair punishment for your crimes?’

      ‘Death,’ Sable said. ‘Nothing else would fit the severity of my actions.’

      ‘She’s right,’ said Karalyn.

      Both Daphne and the Empress turned to her.

      ‘Am I hearing this correctly?’ said Daphne. ‘Are you also in favour of executing Sable?’

      ‘My thoughts exactly,’ said the Empress. ‘I was of the belief that you were always opposed to the taking of life.’

      ‘She murdered Nyane for no reason,’ Karalyn said, ‘and I’ve taken a look into one or two of her more prominent memories; the ones that stand out for her. She is the cause of tremendous suffering, torture and death. She has ordered soldiers to slaughter civilians, and carried out massacres herself; she has used great cruelty to get what she wants. I don’t see any hope for her redemption.’

      ‘I do,’ said Ravi.

      They turned to look at him.

      ‘And before you claim that I haven’t got anything personal in this,’ he said, ‘you should know that Sable murdered my sister in Silverstream, right in front of my eyes, so I have every reason to hate her as much as you do.’

      ‘And yet?’ said the Empress.

      ‘Yet… I think she’s changed. She’s remorseful.’

      The Empress turned back to Sable. ‘Is this true? Do you feel remorse?’

      ‘Not really,’ Sable said. ‘The main feeling I have is one of disillusionment. I did what I did because I believed in a higher cause. My faith in the Creator overrode any moral qualms I had about carrying out the orders given to me by Ghorley. I truly thought I was doing the right thing, to help re-establish an empire of the faithful. I know better now. I realise I have been tricked. I saw Agatha’s plans, and her real intentions, and my faith withered and died like a leaf in autumn. Since that moment, I have been trying to correct my course, but I know that nothing I do can make up for the crimes for which I am responsible.’

      ‘You’ve spoken to Agatha?’ said Shella. ‘She might be useful, Daphne.’

      ‘We know what the archmages want,’ Karalyn’s mother said. ‘I doubt Sable will be able to add anything to our knowledge.’

      ‘But she could be useful in other ways,’ said Ravi. ‘She’s got battle-vision, and is the best fighter I’ve ever seen.’

      Daphne frowned. ‘Wasn’t she defeated and wounded by Asher?’

      ‘That’s true,’ he said, ‘but she would have won if Kelsey hadn’t moved out of range.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ said Karalyn.

      Ravi frowned. ‘Do none of you know? Kelsey can block the archmages from using their powers, if she’s close by. That’s how we managed to stay hidden for so long.’

      Kelsey gave a weak smile as the others stared at her.

      ‘Is this right?’ said her mother. ‘You can block powers like Karalyn can?’

      ‘It seems so,’ said Kelsey.

      ‘Why have you never mentioned this ?’

      ‘I only found out myself a while back; it seems I don’t affect anyone with dream powers, and that’s why I’d never noticed before.’

      ‘That’s why I didn’t kill her,’ said Sable.

      The others turned back to face her.

      ‘With Kelsey close by,’ Sable went on, ‘I knew the archmages would have problems tracking me down. I was also going to use her to help me find and kill Asher, but,’ she said, glancing at Daphne, ‘I heard you beat me to it.’

      ‘And if she hadn’t been of such vital use to you?’ said Daphne, her eyes narrowing.

      ‘Then your daughter would be dead.’

      ‘I’ve heard enough,’ said the Empress. ‘This woman is beyond redemption; in fact, I don’t even think she wants it.’

      ‘Because she thinks she doesn’t deserve it,’ said Ravi.

      ‘Are you telling me she does?’

      Ravi raised his chin. ‘Yes.’

      ‘He’s biased,’ said Kelsey. ‘He’s in love with her.’

      The others looked at him with disgust.

      ‘Thanks, Kelsey,’ he muttered. ‘I thought you were on my side?’

      ‘He has a point though,’ Kelsey went on. ‘Let me ask you all something. On our way in, we were told that both Amatskouri and the imperial capital had fallen. Is the war over; have we lost?’

      ‘I’ll let her Majesty answer that,’ said Daphne.

      Bridget frowned, and turned to gaze out of the window. ‘We have suffered heavy defeats, it’s true,’ she said, ‘but we’re not beaten yet. The war is not over.’

      ‘Then,’ said Kelsey, ‘if Sable’s willing to fight for our cause, that should be reason enough to spare her.’

      ‘And does she?’ asked Shella.

      ‘The archmages want to kill me,’ Sable said, ‘so yes, I’ll fight them.’

      ‘We can’t trust her,’ said Karalyn.

      ‘You’re being rather judgemental,’ Sable said. ‘I saw what you did to the Blackholds up on the citadel. Do you really believe your heart is much purer than mine?’

      Karalyn paused, her eyes widening.

      ‘Executing them would have been less cruel,’ Sable went on.

      ‘The Blackholds were traitors too,’ said Daphne.

      ‘So they deserved what they got? You’re as bad as the archmages.’

      The chamber stilled for a moment.

      ‘I’m sorry for what I did,’ said Karalyn, her head lowered. ‘It was wrong of me. Your father and uncle should have been put on trial. Maybe… maybe Kelsey and Ravi are right.’

      ‘Don’t soften now, girl,’ said Daphne; ‘you’re letting Sable’s words get to you.’

      ‘But…’

      ‘No,’ said Daphne. ‘Nothing she, or anyone else can say will change my mind on this. Sable deserves to die.’

      Kelsey glanced at Ravi, then back at her mother. ‘Are you sure about that?’

      Daphne nodded. ‘I’m sure.’

      ‘Then you would be executing your half-sister,’ Kelsey said. ‘Sable’s not a Blackhold, she’s a Holdfast.’

      Bridget was the first to react. ‘I hope you’re joking, Kelsey.’

      The young woman shook her head. ‘She’s the daughter of Queen Miranda and my grandfather Godfrey.’

      Daphne stepped back, raising a hand to her mouth. ‘No.’

      ‘I’m sorry, mother, but it’s true. The Blackholds told us, when they thought we were about to die.’

      ‘Believe me,’ said Sable, ‘no one was more disappointed with the news than I.’

      Karalyn gasped. ‘It’s true; I see it in her mind.’ She stared at Sable. ‘Are you my aunt?’

      Sable shrugged. ‘I guess so.’

      Shella started to laugh. ‘This is hilarious. I take it the execution is off, then?’

      ‘I’m glad you find it funny, Shella,’ said Bridget, ‘but this news should change nothing. If Sable is a traitor and deserves to die, it should make no difference to which family she belongs.’

      ‘I need to think,’ said Daphne.

      ‘But you just said…’

      ‘I know what I said, your Majesty, but… she’s the daughter of the old Queen. She must have been born around the time I started university, when I later learned that my father and the Queen had broken off their affair.’

      Karalyn shifted position so she was standing by Kelsey and Ravi, forming a barrier between everyone else and Sable.

      ‘We can’t kill her,’ she said.

      ‘For now,’ said Daphne, ‘I agree. We need to think about what all this means.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Kelsey.

      ‘Yes,’ said Sable, ‘thank you. I wasn’t expecting mercy, but I’ll take it if it’s offered.’

      ‘Bloody Holdfasts!’ cried Bridget. ‘Name me one time when you haven’t put the interests of your family over everything else. If I am still the Empress, then I command it. For Nyane alone, she must die.’

      Shella shook her head. ‘I’m in charge of what happens in the Great Keep, your Majesty, and I’m minded to go along with Daffers on this. If Sable’s her sister, then that changes things.’

      Bridget glared at them, then turned and stormed from the chamber, slamming the door behind her.

      ‘Okay,’ said Shella, glancing at Daphne, ‘so what do we do with her?’

      Daphne paused for a moment. ‘Does the Great Keep have a dungeon?’
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      Colsbury Castle, Republic of the Holdings – 7th Day, Second Third Winter 526

      ‘This is where I come most days,’ said Karalyn as she pushed the pram along the quiet, sunlit paths of the gardens, ‘when I need some peace, or if I need to get away from mother for five minutes.’

      ‘So you and mother have been living together for over a year?’ said Kelsey. ‘That must have done your head in.’

      ‘We’ve had our moments, but she was there for me when I was pregnant and for the birth.’

      Kelsey peered into the pram at the twins. ‘Where were you on your last birthday?’

      Karalyn smiled. ‘I was living in Severton with Lennox. I was pregnant, but didn’t know it at the time.’

      ‘I was in a basement in the River Holdings for mine,’ Kelsey said; ‘chained up next to Ravi for my sixteenth birthday; what a delight that was.’

      ‘You’ve had it rough, I know,’ Karalyn said. ‘Mother was beside herself with worry for you. She and I searched the Holdings looking for you when we arrived in Colsbury. If only we’d known that your powers were preventing us from finding you…’

      ‘I didn’t know I was doing it, and those same powers were stopping the archmages from finding us too.’

      ‘Aye, I guess they were. Listen, Ravi let something slip last night at dinner.’

      ‘I heard him. Idiot.’

      ‘You can see the future too?’

      ‘Aye,’ Kelsey said. ‘I wish I’d never told him.’

      ‘I don’t care about why you didn’t tell us; I just want to know if you’ve seen anything that might help.’

      ‘You of all folk should never ask me that. When did you ever had a vision that it was useful to know about in advance? It’s not like we can prevent them from happening.’

      ‘I know,’ Karalyn said. She glanced at her sister. ‘I’m glad that we share some powers; it makes me feel less alone.’

      ‘Don’t talk to me about being alone,’ said Kelsey. ‘You’ve had mother, and Lennox and the twins, and Jemma and Shella; all living here together like one big happy family, while I… I’ve been locked up in cages, lying in filth for thirds, and the one prisoner I had for company was in love with our captor.’

      Karalyn looked away. ‘When we were younger,’ she said, ‘you hated me, didn’t you?’

      ‘Could you blame me? You nearly killed Keir when he was a baby.’

      ‘I was only three at the time, and anyway, that was before you were born.’

      ‘But I had to live with the effects, while you were sent away. For the first time. And then, when you came back, you made our lives a misery; always poking your nose in where it wasn’t wanted, and then trying to spilt our parents up. And despite all that, you somehow remained father’s favourite.’

      ‘Maybe, but I had to live with mother’s anger for years.’

      ‘And look at the two of you now. Going off on missions together, and you’ve made her a grandmother of twins. She adores you, it’s obvious.’

      ‘She adores you too, Kelsey.’

      ‘Aye, right. You and Keir always came top of our parents’ priorities. She seemed more preoccupied by Sable at dinner last night, behaving as if she’d forgotten I’d ever been away. It’s been nearly two years since I saw her, did you know that? I was fourteen the last time we had a conversation, and since then I’ve been through war in Rainsby, and captivity in the Holdings. She doesn’t know me any more at all. And neither do you.’

      ‘I’m trying to get to know you, Kelsey,’ Karalyn said, as they stopped by a fountain, ‘that’s why we’re out here; I wanted to speak to you alone.’

      ‘Don’t patronise me. So the mighty dream mage deigns to lower her gaze to the minions? Am I supposed to be grateful?’

      ‘You’re my sister.’

      ‘Aye, and so’s Jemma; seems like mother’s been giving away tickets for the Holdfast name recently. No sooner was I gone, than she got herself a replacement daughter.’

      ‘Now you’re being silly.’

      ‘You think? I bet Jemma doesn’t speak back. I bet she’s more pliable and obedient than I ever was. Mother always mistrusted me, but I’d bet anything she relies on lovely little Jemma.’

      ‘Why are you so angry?’

      Kelsey sat on the lip of the marble fountain and began to cry. Karalyn stood for a moment, stunned, having never seen her sister weep before. She placed a hand on her shoulder.

      ‘I love you, Kelsey,’ she whispered.

      Her sister pushed her hand away. ‘Fuck off,’ she yelled, then ran away through the silent trees.

      Karalyn sat on the edge of the fountain, her other hand rolling the pram back and forward. It was a shock, seeing Kelsey again. Even before her sister had gone missing, Karalyn had rarely been in her company, and she felt like a stranger. And she was hurting. She had escaped from captivity, and fled to her family; and her family barely knew her. She stood, and began pushing the pram back to the Great Keep.
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        * * *

      

      ‘She’ll be fine,’ said Daphne.

      ‘You’re not listening, mother,’ Karalyn said. ‘You need to give her all of your attention, at least for a while.’

      ‘We’re in the middle of a war, if you hadn’t noticed,’ her mother said, ‘and we have four hundred Rakanese refugees arriving later today, along with Lennox and Keir.’ She glanced at Karalyn. ‘I’m a little busy.’

      The door to the room opened and Shella walked in. ‘Happy birthday, Karalyn.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘How are the preparations?’ said Daphne.

      ‘Going well,’ the Rakanese mage said.

      ‘I admit,’ said Daphne, ‘you seem more relaxed by the prospect of hundreds of civilians arriving than I’d thought you’d be.’

      ‘I was a refugee myself once, if you remember. I know what it’s like to feel like no one wants you around. To be honest, I’m happy to be in a position to help.’

      Daphne smiled. ‘Would you be as happy if it were four hundred Sanang refugees coming to stay in Colsbury?’

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘We still need to talk about Kelsey,’ Karalyn said, frowning.

      ‘Taking time to settle in, is she?’ said Shella. ‘She was very quiet at dinner.’

      Karalyn suppressed a response of ‘mind your own business’ as she glanced at Shella.

      ‘Kelsey’s a tough girl,’ said Daphne; ‘always has been. She’ll perk up when Keir arrives later today.’

      ‘What time are they all getting here?’ said Shella. ‘Have you visioned this morning?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Daphne. ‘It’ll probably be late evening before they reach the village.’

      ‘I’ll be sure to let the kitchens know,’ said Shella, ‘I’ve organised hot food for them all as soon as they arrive.’

      ‘How are supplies?’

      Shella  pursed her lips. ‘So-so. That’s what’s got me worried more than anything else. We’ve plenty of space to accommodate the refugees, but they’ll eat through our stores quickly.’

      ‘Lennox told me that they’re bringing in wagons of extra supplies,’ said Karalyn. ‘They’ve been rationing food on the journey, and should have enough for several more days.’

      ‘Several more days is fine,’ said Shella, ‘but what if they’re here for thirds? I’ve sent out buyers to the local villages and farms, and if anyone has anything to spare, I’ll buy it up, no matter the price, but the truth is that we’ll need to enforce rationing here as well, right from the moment they arrive.’

      ‘We’ll also need to put them to work,’ said Daphne.

      ‘I have plans for that too,’ said Shella. ‘There’s plenty of labouring work that needs done; the maintenance staff here are good, but there’s so few of them that some work has been left undone for years. The priority will be fixing up the rooms where the refugees are staying, and then working on repairing the island’s defences. I’m also hoping that some have experience of fishing – we could put them out on the lake in boats to add to the food supply.’

      ‘We have Ravi now, too,’ said Daphne. ‘Isn’t he a clay mage?’

      ‘I’ve got him working today.’

      ‘Already?’ said Karalyn.

      Shella shrugged. ‘He offered. Said he wanted to keep busy. I’ve put him by the small clay pit on the mainland, and told him to make as many bricks as he can for the repair works I’ve scheduled.’

      ‘You seem to  be on top of things,’ said Daphne.

      ‘I planned, built and controlled an entire city in the Migration,’ she said. ‘I’m sure I can handle a few hundred refugees. Now,’ she smiled at Daphne, ‘can you handle having three children under the same roof again?’

      ‘It’ll be four,’ Daphne said, beaming from ear to ear, ‘you’re forgetting Jemma. It feels like forever since I’ve seen Keir.’

      ‘But you’ve talked to him many times,’ said Karalyn.

      ‘It’s not the same.’

      ‘It’s more than you’ve done for Kelsey.’

      Daphne’s smiled faded and she narrowed her eyes. ‘Why would you say that? You know I can’t vision into Kelsey’s mind; no one can. What was I supposed to do? You were there with me on the many occasions I tried to search for her.’

      ‘Just look at it from her point of view, that’s all I’m asking.’

      An awkward silence fell over the room.

      ‘I went to see Sable this morning,’ said Shella, lighting a cigarette.

      ‘Yes?’ said Daphne. ‘And how is she?’

      ‘Fairly upbeat. Seems surprised to be alive, if I’m honest. She tried to get into my head, but the blocks Karalyn put in place worked fine.’

      Daphne turned to her daughter. ‘You put blocks in Shella’s mind? Why didn’t you inform me?’

      ‘We need to be careful,’ said Karalyn. ‘Kelsey told me that Sable has some trace of dream powers, including the ability to persuade people to do things against their will.’

      Daphne shook her head. ‘My father has a lot to answer for. I still can’t believe that, after all this time, I discover that he had another child.’

      ‘A royal child,’ said Shella. ‘In some ways, she’s a princess like me.’

      ‘That’s not how Holdings laws of succession work. My father didn’t marry the queen, therefore Sable isn’t a legitimate heir.’

      ‘How long will she be locked up for?’ said Karalyn.

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Daphne. ‘I suppose it depends on whether she really has changed.’

      ‘Yesterday you said she was beyond redemption.’

      ‘It was the Empress who said that, not me. I reserved my judgement.

      ‘Come on, mother, it wasn’t just the Empress. Until you knew she was your sister, you were also pushing for execution.’

      ‘And I’m not going to apologise for that. As far as I’m aware, no Holdfast has ever killed another Holdfast, and I’m not going to be the one who starts. If Sable is one of us, then I’m her Holder, and that means I have responsibilities for her welfare, just as I do for all of the family.’

      ‘That’s ridiculous,’ said Shella.

      ‘It’s traditional among the Holdings nobility.’

      ‘That doesn’t make it any less ridiculous.’

      ‘At some point, I’ll have to pay her a visit,’ Daphne said, ‘and have a good, long talk with her.’

      Karalyn gave her a look. ‘Perhaps you should do the same with Kelsey.’

      She stood before her mother could say anything, and walked to the door.

      ‘Where are you going?’ Daphne said.

      ‘To my room,’ she said. ‘I want to get it ready for when Lennox arrives.’

      Her mother raised an eyebrow. ‘Is this your way of telling me that you and Lennox are back together, and that he’ll be staying with you from now on?’

      She smiled. ‘I guess it is.’

      ‘Is that bed finally going to see some action?’ said Shella.

      Karalyn shrugged. ‘It’s my birthday.’

      She went through into the hallway and closed the door, to the sound of the Rakanese mage chuckling. She went to their communal room, where Jemma was sitting, a book on her lap.

      ‘Have you come to take the twins off my hands already?’ the young Holdings woman said. ‘You were only gone ten minutes.’

      Karalyn walked over to the cots. The twins were lying on their mattresses, awake. Kyra was playing with the little wooden toys that were hanging above her head, while Cael was sucking the corner of his blanket. Their eyes darted in her direction as she approached.

      ‘Hello again, my dream babies,’ Karalyn said, smiling as she felt a flood of affection bombard her senses. She sent her love onto them, bathing them in it; and they gurgled and squirmed. She put a hand on each, her thumbs seeking out their tiny fingers, and the twins grabbed hold of them.

      ‘I have to go, but I’ll be back soon,’ she said, and they began to sob as she pulled her thumbs away.

      ‘What?’ said Jemma as Karalyn turned away from the cots. ‘You come in here and get them all excited for a minute, then leave?’

      ‘Sorry, I was passing and couldn’t resist coming in to see them.’

      Jemma shook her head and stood, placing her book on the side of the chair. ‘Next time, just keep walking.’

      Karalyn crept out of the room as Jemma comforted the twins, and she felt a pang of guilt, despite having spent the entire morning with them. She went to her large bedroom, and tidied for a few minutes, before sitting by the window and lighting a cigarette. She was too distracted to concentrate on cleaning the room; or on anything else. Lennox was coming. Though they had been apart for fewer than four thirds, it had felt like a lifetime. He had missed all but the first twenty days of the twins’ lives, and they had changed so much in that time. She was lucky, she knew. Lennox could have been away for years; there were probably soldiers serving in the imperial army who hadn’t seen their homes since the war had begun.

      She glanced over at the bed; the crisp, clean white sheets, and the plump pillows stuffed with goose feathers, and tried to imagine Lennox sitting there; but before she could stop herself, an image of him slaughtering civilians in the harbour of Rainsby shot through her mind, and she winced, closing her eyes.

      He was a mass murderer, but her family was full of them. She loved her mother, who killed with a ruthlessness Lennox would never match. Her brother Keir had also slaughtered countless numbers, but somehow that didn’t surprise her. Her thoughts turned to her sibling. Keir would also be arriving soon, and despite the few vision conversations that had taken place, their life-long animosity remained. She respected him more than she had, and knew he had experienced much, but her opinion of him was coloured by the many sour memories of his malice and cruel taunting. Thorn must have seen something in him, she thought, unless her mother was right, and the soulwitch had married Keir because of his name. She would be coming too. And Belinda. Karalyn’s heart sank.

      Belinda. Karalyn was responsible for her in a way that wasn’t dissimilar to how she felt about the twins. She had nurtured and taught Belinda, from the moment she had opened her eyes in the attic above the Holdfast townhouse in Plateau City, until the day they had parted, in anger. The matter between them had never been resolved, and she dreaded a continuation of the demands to release the rest of her powers. Was there any possible reason to deny Belinda again, when the remaining archmages were so close? But yet, Karalyn feared Belinda in a way; feared what she might become if granted limitless power.

      She turned to face the window again, and the view over the island and lake. The sun was high in the sky, and there were still many hours before the long convoy from Plateau City reached Colsbury. An idea arose in her mind and she smiled. She got to her feet, and rummaged in a chest under the bed for a moment, collecting something. She then pulled her boots on, and grabbed a cloak from the wardrobe, before walking from her room. Halfway along the passageway was the door to her sister’s quarters, and she walked up to it and knocked.

      There was no reply, so she tried again.

      ‘Kelsey?’ she said. ‘Are you in? I’ve got an idea that I think you’d like.’

      The door opened and Kelsey appeared. ‘Unless your idea is to leave me alone, I very much doubt it.’

      Karalyn reached into her cloak and held out the Quadrant; half-wrapped in a silk covering. ‘Do you know what this is?’

      ‘I’ve never seen it before,’ Kelsey said, ‘but judging by its shape, I’d say it was the Quadrant; the device you use to get from place to place. Am I right?’

      ‘Aye,’ said Karalyn, ‘but how did you know?’

      ‘Did I ruin your surprise? Sable had heard of it, and Ravi used it with you to escape from Rahain.’

      ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘I forgot for a moment.’

      ‘So?’ Kelsey went on. ‘Am I supposed to be impressed? What actual use has it been? If it’s such a powerful device, why are we getting our arses kicked in the war?’

      ‘It’s saved our lives, more than once; and we used it to kill Asher, so I think it might have saved your life as well.’

      ‘Why did you do that to the Blackholds?’

      Karalyn glanced away. ‘I was angry.’

      ‘Like you were with Keir?’

      ‘Aye, only I was three years old then; this time I knew what I was doing. I did much the same to Belinda as well, but she was throttling me at the time, so I guess I have that excuse. This time, the Blackholds were lying asleep on the ground when I did it. I’d just watched my friend die, and I lost control, just for a moment, but it was enough.’

      ‘I wasn’t blaming you for it,’ Kelsey said; ‘they got what they deserved. I was just surprised that you had the guts to do it. Anyway, we can’t stand at the door like this; what do you want?’

      ‘Do you want to come with me?’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘I’m going to use the Quadrant to visit the refugee convoy, so I can see Lennox and Keir.’

      ‘Is mother coming?’

      ‘I haven’t asked her; I’m asking you.’

      Kelsey paused for a moment, her eyes narrowing.

      ‘Alright,’ she said. ‘I suppose I need to get dressed for it.’

      She opened the door wider and walked back into the room without a word. Karalyn entered, and eased the door shut behind her. Kelsey went over to the heap of clothes lying next to her unmade bed, and began rooting around.

      ‘How does it work, then?’ she said, as she picked up a large, shapeless black robe.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Karalyn said. ‘It seems to activate whenever I touch it. I think of where I want to go and, a moment later, I’m there. At first, I could only go to places I’d been to before, but I’ve learned how to get to a location I can see inside someone else’s head. That’s what I’m going to do this time; I’m going to vision into Lennox’s head, see what he’s seeing, and imagine us there. All you have to do is be in contact with me, by grabbing my sleeve, or something.’

      ‘Is it true what Ravi said, that only you can operate it?’

      ‘Aye, so far. Do you want to try?’

      ‘You’d let me?’

      Karalyn nodded. ‘You’re my sister, and the only other person who shares some of the same powers as me, but listen; before you touch it, you should know that it speaks to me, in my head.’

      Kelsey frowned. ‘How?’

      ‘I have no idea. Any time I ask it a question that strays away from simple commands about travel, it refuses to answer.’

      She pulled back the silk covering from the Quadrant and held it out towards Kelsey. He sister swallowed, and took it. Her eyes widened, then she squinted at it, as Karalyn watched. A feeling almost like jealousy entered her mind for a second, as if reluctant to share the voice of the Quadrant, as if it belonged to her.

      ‘Wow,’ Kelsey said. ‘Something’s going on. I can hear it, and my fingers feel like they could melt into it.’

      ‘A voice?’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘What’s it saying?’

      ‘My name, but I can’t seem to reach it. I answer, but it doesn’t hear.’ She frowned. ‘Shit. Oh well, looks like you’re still the only one.’ She threw the robes over her shoulders and stood. ‘Let’s do it; let’s go see our idiot brother.’

      She handed the Quadrant back to Karalyn.

      Command me.

      Not yet.

      ‘Alright,’ she said, ‘give me a second to reach Lennox.’

      Kelsey lit a cigarette.

      Karalyn reached out with her powers, and sent her sight through the window of the room, and soaring up over the mountains. She scanned the road south as she went, following its curves and bends. After several miles she saw a haze in the distance and sped there, spying the line of carriages as they came into focus. She slowed as she approached, looking at the faces of the refugees and marines that were accompanying the wagons.

      She smiled. Lennox was walking close to the front of the convoy, Carrie by his side. She rushed into his mind.

      Lennox, it’s me.

      He halted by the side of the road. ‘Just a moment,’ he said to Carrie.

      Good morning, and happy birthday!

      Thanks, Lennox. How did you sleep?

      Fine. It’s good to breathe the mountain air again. I’ve missed it.

      Could you look to your left , please?

      Eh, aye. Sure.

      He turned his head, and she noticed a flat patch of grass close by.

      Thanks. See you in a moment.

      She pulled her vision back to Kelsey’s room.

      ‘Hold onto me,’ she said.

      Kelsey frowned, and stuck out her hand, clasping Karalyn’s sleeve.

      Quadrant. I want to go to the place I saw in Lennox’s head. The grassy patch.

      That is feasible.

      Good. The grassy patch. Go.

      The room vanished, and Kelsey shrieked as they landed in a heap on the grass by the roadside. Lennox laughed and ran over.

      Karalyn got to her feet as Lennox reached her. They wrapped their arms round each other and kissed, his hands holding her close; her hands pulling him closer. Her heart flew, and she lost herself for a moment, her mind filled with nothing but her love for him.

      ‘Where’s Keir?’ said Kelsey, nudging her.

      Karalyn glanced at her.

      ‘Hi… Lennox, is it?’ said Kelsey.

      ‘You must be Kelsey,’ he said, as he and Karalyn disentangled. ‘Nice to meet you.’

      ‘Where’s Keir?’

      ‘I’ll take you to him,’ he said. ‘Follow me.’

      Karalyn strode by Lennox’s side as they walked to the side of the road, where Carrie was waiting for them.

      ‘Karalyn,’ she nodded; ‘and who’s this? Another Holdfast, I’m guessing; I’d heard that one of the missing sheep had returned home.’

      Kelsey narrowed her eyes. ‘Am I supposed to know who you are?’

      ‘We’re going to get Keir,’ said Lennox.

      ‘Come along, Carrie,’ said Karalyn. ‘I’m going to use the Quadrant to take a few folk back to Colsbury.’

      Lennox halted. ‘What?’

      ‘That’s why I’m here,’ she said. ‘The convoy only has a few miles to go, and there are no Rahain anywhere close by. Appoint a few deputies to take over for the last stretch and come back with me.’

      Lennox held her gaze. ‘I suppose it might be useful to head back now, so we can… prepare for the arrival of the refugees.’

      Kelsey snorted.

      ‘So you’ll come?’ Karalyn said.

      ‘Aye.’ He turned to Carrie. ‘You should come along. Norris can take the lead for a few hours. We’ll let him know on the way.’

      ‘Is my room the same as it was?’

      ‘Aye,’ said Karalyn, ‘exactly the same.’

      ‘Then aye.’

      They carried on down the line of wagons, passing groups of tired-looking refugees walking by the side of the road. Lennox stopped for a moment to talk to one of his officers, and the man nodded and turned for the front of the convoy.

      ‘That’s Norris told,’ Lennox said as they set off again. ‘Now we just need to find Keir.’

      A shout came from the wagons. Karalyn turned, and saw her brother jump to the ground. He sprinted up the side of the road towards them, dodging refugees as he ran. He reach the small group, and without a word, gathered Kelsey in his arms. Lennox took Karalyn’s hand as she watched her brother and sister embrace. She felt like crying. Even a nod of recognition would have satisfied her, but Keir hadn’t given her a second glance.

      ‘Hello, Karalyn,’ came a voice.

      They turned.

      ‘Thorn,’ said Karalyn.

      The soulwitch leaned up and kissed Karalyn’s cheek.

      ‘How are the twins?’ she said.

      ‘Fine, thanks.’

      ‘I can’t wait to see them.’

      ‘Then you’re in luck,’ said Lennox. ‘Karalyn’s going to take us back to Colsbury now.’

      ‘Now?’

      ‘You’ll see,’ said Karalyn. She glanced around. ‘Is Belinda close by?’

      ‘I’m here.’

      Karalyn turned round. Belinda was standing a pace away, her expression unreadable.

      ‘How have you been?’ said Karalyn.

      ‘I’m alive.’

      ‘I’m glad.’

      ‘So am I.’

      ‘Do you want to come back to Colsbury with us?

      ‘Is the Empress there?’

      ‘She is.

      ‘Then yes. Did you use the Quadrant to get here?’

      ‘Aye.’

      Belinda nodded. ‘Then we should go now.’

      ‘Wait,’ said Thorn. ‘How many people can this… device transport at once?’

      ‘I’m not sure,’ said Karalyn. ‘The most we’ve tried is seven, I think.’ She looked around. ‘And we have seven here wanting to go back. Who else were you thinking of?’

      ‘My sister’s somewhere in the convoy,’ she said, ‘though I’m not sure where, exactly.’

      ‘Acorn can take a wagon,’ said Keir, walking over with Kelsey.

      ‘And there are a few servants we collected from the Holdfast mansion in Plateau City,’ said Thorn. ‘Should we take them?’

      ‘Who?’ said Karalyn. ‘Was Golspie still there?’

      Thorn nodded. ‘Yes, her, Gerald and Tabitha. They’re somewhere round here too.’

      ‘Let them walk,’ said Keir.

      And, um…’ she turned to Lennox. ‘Our, eh, prisoner?’

      Lennox frowned. ‘Shit, I’d forgotten about her.’

      ‘What prisoner?’ said Karalyn.

      ‘Nadia,’ said Lennox, ‘Nyane’s mother. I’ll fetch her.’

      He hurried off before Karalyn could ask him more.

      ‘Nadia?’ said Kelsey, her eyes wide. ‘How…?’

      ‘We can explain later,’ said Keir; ‘I’m impatient to get to Colsbury.’ He glanced at Karalyn. ‘Do you have the Quadrant; can you show it to me?’

      ‘It’s nice to see you too, Keir,’ she said. ‘Aye, I have it.’ She took the device from her cloak, and held it out.

      ‘It’s just a lump of metal,’ said Keir.

      Karalyn smiled. ‘What were you expecting?’

      Lennox returned, leading the old Rahain woman by a rope, which was linked to her bound wrists.

      ‘Kelsey!’ she cried as they approached. ‘I’m so happy you’re alright. You’re looking well.’

      Kelsey scowled at her. ‘Stay away from me; and don’t speak to me again.’

      The old woman’s face fell as Lennox brought her to Karalyn.

      ‘We also have a prisoner,’ she said.

      ‘Who?’ said Lennox and Keir at the same time.

      ‘Sable.’

      ‘What?’ cried Lennox. ‘Sable’s in Colsbury?’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘She came in with me,’ said Kelsey.

      ‘It looks like we all have some explaining to do,’ Karalyn said, holding out her arm. ‘Everyone grab onto me.’

      They gathered round and reached out their hands.

      ‘Get in closer,’ she said. ‘The room we’re travelling to is a bit on the small side.’

      She glanced at them as they bunched in. Lennox, Carrie, Keir, Kelsey, Nadia, Thorn and Belinda formed a tight circle round her.

      My mother’s study, Colsbury. Go.

      She closed her eyes, smiled, and readied herself for the scream.
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      Colsbury Castle, Republic of the Holdings – 12th Day, Second Third Winter 526

      ‘It’s hard to believe there’s a war happening,’ said Thorn as she stood by the window of their room looking out over the island. ‘It’s so peaceful here.’

      Keir walked to her side, dressed in a loose tunic and long shorts.

      ‘It’s a perfect place to hide,’ he said, putting his arm round her waist.

      ‘I just wish we had a bit more privacy,’ she said.

      ‘You mean you wish you didn’t have to bump into Jemma or the Empress every day.’

      ‘Or Belinda, if I’m honest. And having your mother stick her nose into everything we do has taken getting used to.’

      ‘I thought she’d been quite restrained,’ he said; ‘on her best behaviour.’

      Thorn smiled. ‘She is when you’re around. She dotes on you, and I can see why it annoys Kelsey.’

      ‘Kelsey’s angry at everything these days.’

      ‘But especially at your mother, it seems. Living so close to each other isn’t helping; perhaps a move would do us all good.’

      ‘Where are you suggesting?’

      She pointed out of the window at the tallest tower on the island. ‘What about there?’

      ‘It’s called the Spire.’

      ‘Yes, I asked Karalyn about it. It’s been locked up for a hundred years, apparently. I’m thinking about borrowing the keys from Princess Shella, if she’ll let me, and taking a look. It might make life easier if we moved in.’

      She watched as Keir stared at the tower. It stood alone, with a clear space round it, and seemed to rise up out of the bedrock like a giant tooth, or like the horn of a whale. Shuttered windows dotted the smooth, sculpted exterior, and it climbed to a height that overlooked the rest of the island, taller even that the towers of the Summer Palace.

      ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Let’s see what Shella says. The Empress might be happy not having us around as well, though Kelsey will probably ask if she can tag along.’

      ‘That’s fine with me; there will be plenty of space. If it goes ahead, we’ll need to break it to your mother gently.’

      Keir snorted. ‘It’s not like we’d be moving far; we’d still be on the island.’

      ‘Yes, but right now you’re only a few doors down the hall from her quarters. How will she “accidentally” bump into you while she’s holding Cole, if we’re in the Spire?’

      He frowned. ‘That’s happened once in five days.’

      ‘Don’t get me wrong,’ she said, ‘I intend to win your mother over. I will, in time, but being in such close proximity is more of a hindrance right now; we’re married, and we need to set a few boundaries.’

      ‘Fine, but I think you’re making a lot out of nothing. My mother’s just happy to have her family back together.’

      ‘Apart from Corthie.’

      ‘Of course, yeah. Apart from him.’

      They stood in silence for a moment, gazing out of the window.

      ‘I think I’ll see Princess Shella now,’ she said. ‘Do you want to come?’

      ‘Nah, you’re better at these things when I’m not there; Shella still sees me as a little boy.’

      ‘I’ll go alone, then,’ she said. She walked to her dress-rack, and looked through the hanging garments. She selected a long, sapphire dress with silver trimming along the hem. ‘How about this?’

      ‘Yeah, whatever,’ he said. ‘You look good in just about anything. Am I ever going to see you again in a colour other than blue?’

      She narrowed her eyes. ‘I’ll switch to black if I’m widowed.’

      He lit a cigarette as he watched her dress, then walked over to help with the clasps, his fingers brushing the skin on the back. He kissed her neck, his hands moving to her waist.

      ‘No time for that,’ she said, breaking away.

      He frowned, then climbed onto the bed, propping himself up with an elbow, as she sat by the dressing table, gazing at the state of her hair. She picked up the brush and began pulling at the tangles.

      ‘I’ve had a thought,’ he said. ‘I heard Shella say that she was only in charge of the Great Keep, and that the rest of the island was looked after by caretakers employed by the Holdings government.’

      ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘is that right?’

      ‘Yeah. She might not have the keys to the Spire.’

      There was a knock at their door.

      Thorn turned. ‘I really hope that isn’t your mother again.’

      Keir got to his feet and walked to the door. ‘Be nice to her if it is.’

      ‘Being nice to my mother-in-law is my number one priority at the moment.’

      She turned back to the mirror as Keir reached the door and opened it. There was a low exchange of voices, then the door was closed again.

      Thorn frowned. ‘Who was it?’

      ‘A messenger from Shella,’ he said. ‘She wants us to meet by the front of the palace.’

      ‘The palace?’

      ‘Yes. She’s summoned everyone.’

      She paused. Everyone? ‘Did they say why?’

      ‘There’s news, apparently.’

      ‘You remembered to vision this morning, didn’t you?’

      ‘Yes. I would have told you if there were any Rahain close by. There’s none, so the news isn’t about that. Maybe they have a plan.’

      ‘If there’s a plan, I want to be part of it,’ she said, ‘not just be told what it is, and be expected to carry it out. The Empress is weak when it comes to conducting warfare; her plans have led to the loss of the entire Plateau.’ She frowned. ‘I wonder if she’s contemplating surrender?’

      ‘My mother would never allow it.’

      Thorn laughed. ‘You might be over-estimating your mother’s influence. There can be only one Empress. Anyway, leave me be for a minute; I need to put my make-up on. If this is going to be a proper meeting, I’ll need to look good.’
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Thorn and Keir left their room and walked down the hallway to the stairs. Thorn held her breath as they passed the doors to Belinda’s, and then Jemma’s rooms. They had almost reached the stairs when another door opened, and Karalyn appeared. Thorn suppressed a sigh of relief.

      ‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Did you receive a vague message as well?’

      ‘Aye,’ said Karalyn, nodding to Keir. ‘Morning.’

      Keir grunted.

      ‘Any idea what it’s about?’ Thorn said as the three of them turned for the stairs.

      ‘Aye, but I can’t say; Shella made me promise not to.’

      ‘I understand,’ Thorn said; ‘a promise is a promise.’

      Thorn wondered how she could break into the tight, inner circle within the Great Keep as they descended the steps in silence. Karalyn, Daphne and Shella were like a sealed unit; secretive, and powerful. Thorn needed to nurture her relationships with each of them; learn their fears and desires, if she wanted to share in that power.

      On the next floor down, Jemma was standing, waiting, with Cole on her hip.

      ‘Are we supposed to bring the children?’ she said to Karalyn, ignoring Keir and Thorn.

      ‘Aye,’ Karalyn said, ‘we’ll take them along. We could be there for a while.’ She turned to her brother. ‘I’m going to collect the twins. We’ll meet you down there?’

      Keir nodded, then he and Thorn hurried down the next set of stairs.

      ‘That’s never not going to be awkward,’ she said, when they reached the ground floor. ‘Jemma-bloody-Holdfast. Why would she be coming? She’s not part of “everyone”. I thought her job was to look after the children.’

      Keir said nothing.

      ‘And doesn’t Cole look a bit chubby?’ she said. ‘They spoil that boy.’ She glanced at Keir, who remained silent. ‘Are you alright?’

      ‘Just thinking,’ he said.

      ‘About what?’

      ‘Children.’

      ‘Is it finally sinking in that we can’t have any?’

      They walked out of the Great Keep and into the mild winter sunshine. Thorn breathed in the fresh, clean air, and smiled at the troop of refugee gardeners at work converting flowerbeds into vegetable plots.

      ‘I hope they’re not planning on turning the Royal Gardens into a farm,’ she said. ‘It’s my favourite place on the island.’

      Keir turned away, frowning.

      She smothered a sigh. It was clear that Keir had mixed feelings about the idea of parenthood. Some days, he acted as if having children would be a tedious burden, while on others she sensed a frustrated longing within him. She had buttoned up her own feelings on the subject; stored them away out of sight in the corner of her mind, in a place too painful to disturb.

      They left the fortress and entered the busy marshalling yard in the centre of the island. Ahead of them loomed the enormous Summer Palace, piled up like a wedding cake, while in the yard were dozens of refugees, being organised into work teams by the local maintenance staff. She spotted Lennox talking to Carrie by the palace entrance, but was then distracted by the sight of the Spire over to their right.

      She smiled at the tower. It was beautiful but odd, and unlike any other building within the walls of Colsbury. If she moved there with Keir, she would be making a statement to the others. Let the Empress have the palace, and the Holdfasts the keep; she would be apart from both, aloof; independent. She would be further from the powerbase that Daphne had formed around her, but she would be setting up a base of her own, and if she could attract Kelsey, then others might follow.

      Keir took her hand, and they walked towards the palace.

      ‘Good morning,’ said Lennox. He looked completely different out of uniform, she thought, and she missed it a little.

      ‘We’ll walk with you,’ he said.

      ‘Do you know where we’re going?’ Keir said.

      ‘Aye. The Empress and Daphne went in five minutes ago, and they told me where to meet them.’

      They walked up to the grand entrance and passed under a marble archway into a large chamber, its walls painted in colours that still held their lustre. Their shoes clacked on the smooth floor as they walked to a wide stairway at the end of the hall.

      ‘This is the first time they’ve opened the upper levels,’ Lennox said as they climbed the steps. ‘Until now, the Empress has stayed in rooms on the ground floor.’

      ‘It’s gorgeous,’ said Thorn. ‘Much nicer than the keep.’

      ‘Aye,’ said Lennox; ‘I quite fancy living here myself.’

      ‘Who knows,’ said Thorn, ‘by the end of this meeting, you might be.’

      ‘What, Emperor Lennox?’ said Carrie.

      ‘Why not?’ said Thorn. ‘He’d do a better job than the current incumbent.’

      ‘I’m not sure that’s how it works,’ said Keir, ‘and I think Emperor Keir has a better ring to it, personally.’

      They heard a laugh from the top of the stairs. Shella shook her head at them. ‘Young people don’t half talk some shit. As if we’d give the job to any of you; you’re still children, the four of you. And anyway, the Empress is still the Empress, last time I checked, so get your asses up here.’ She watched them as they climbed the last few steps. ‘Nice dress,’ she winked at Thorn.

      ‘You’re looking charming yourself, your Highness,’ Thorn said. ‘I love your hair.’

      Shella rolled her eyes, and led them up another flight of stairs, into the tower that sat atop the lower levels of the palace. They ascended one further flight, then entered a large, circular chamber. One half of the round wall was fitted with windows that ran from floor to ceiling, and gave a wide view out over the lake and mountains beyond. In front of the central window stood a wooden throne on a dais. It was covered with intricate carvings of horses, and had rich cushions and gilt edges. Arranged before it was a long, semi-circular table, shaped like a horseshoe, she realised, with thirteen seats, all facing the empty throne. Daphne and the Empress were standing by the table, and they turned when Shella led Thorn and the others in.

      ‘Welcome,’ said Daphne.

      ‘Please take your seats,’ said the Empress.

      ‘Where?’ said Keir.

      Shella nodded at the table. ‘There are name-places set. Find yours, and sit yourselves down.’

      ‘You decided the seating arrangement in advance?’ said Thorn.

      ‘There are one or two clashing personalities among us,’ said Daphne.

      ‘It was my idea,’ said Shella, ‘so blame me if you don’t like where you’re sitting.’

      Thorn walked to the table, her eyes scanning the cards that had been placed next to each seat.

      Daphne, Karalyn, Lennox, Thorn, Keir, Kelsey, Jemma, she read from right to left as she walked up the side of the table.

      ‘Here we are,’ she said, ‘except for Carrie.’

      ‘She’s over there,’ said Shella, pointing. ‘This bit of the table’s for Holdfasts.’

      More people entered the room, Belinda among them; and her sister Acorn. Keir waved to Kelsey, and she walked over.

      ‘You’re next to me,’ he said.

      ‘What the fuck is this, exactly?’ said Kelsey as they sat.

      Keir shrugged.

      Thorn nodded to Acorn as her sister walked to the far side of the table and sat next to Carrie. Ravi and Belinda took their seats to Carrie’s left, then Calder and the Empress sat. Last to arrive were Karalyn and Jemma, each pushing prams into the chamber.

      ‘Could have done with a little help on the stairs,’ muttered Jemma. She found her way to the end of the Holdfast side of the table, while Karalyn squeezed in between Lennox and Daphne.

      ‘I’m going to sit up here,’ said Shella, climbing the dais to the throne. She turned, smirking, ‘Only kidding with you.’

      ‘Get on with it,’ said Daphne.

      ‘Hey, none of your lip, Holdfast. I called this meeting, and I’m chairing it. That means no one speaks without going through me, got it?’ She stepped down, and walked to a clerk’s desk near the middle of the horseshoe. ‘This is where I’ll park my ass, and this is where I’ll tell you the reason I’ve called you all here.’

      She sat at the desk and opened a drawer. She slipped her hand in and withdrew a folded sheet of thick paper.

      ‘A messenger arrived at dawn this morning,’ she said, ‘from the archmages.’

      Several people gasped, but among those who didn’t, Thorn noticed Karalyn, Daphne, the Empress and Calder.

      ‘They know we’re here?’ said Ravi.

      ‘Don’t interrupt,’ said Shella, ‘I was getting to that. Yes, they know. They didn’t reveal exactly how they found out; they might have discovered the path here, but it doesn’t matter; Agatha is aware we are in Colsbury.’

      She held out the paper and unfolded it.

      ‘Their message contains a demand, and a threat,’ Shella went on. ‘Their demand is simple; surrender every member of the Holdfast family to them, and they will spare the lives of everyone else in Colsbury. They don’t care about what we do up here, as long as we don’t resist their rule of the Star Continent. Agatha is now based in Plateau City, with Racine and Witten.’ She glanced round the table. ‘If we don’t comply with their demand, then the archmages say they will assault Colsbury by the end of the year.’

      She raised her hand as several at the table began to speak. ‘Shut up, all of you. This is why we need a chair. Each one of you will get to speak, but in turn, and briefly. We’re going to go round the table, and hear your opinions on what we should do. And before you ask, yeah, you can smoke. And drink; there’s plenty of booze on the table.’ She sat back in her seat and lit a cigarette. ‘Right, Acorn,’ she said. ‘You’re at the end of the non-Holdfast side of the table; let’s hear from you first.’

      Acorn frowned, her eyes narrow. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘I was wondering what I’m doing here. I’m a hedgewitch, not a politician or a general.’

      ‘I agree,’ said Carrie, sitting to her left. ‘Me and Acorn have talked about it. Neither of us should be here.’

      Shella sighed. ‘I thought long and hard about who should be present, and the Empress agreed with the list I made. Acorn, you’ve served in this war for nearly two years, you’ve seen at first hand the suffering and pain; you bring a perspective that the politicians and generals need to keep in their minds as they make decisions that send soldiers off to die. And Carrie, you used to fight on the side of our enemy; you have an insight shared by no one else except Lennox, and I want to hear it. So no more complaining about feeling like you shouldn’t be here; got it?’

      Acorn and Carrie glanced at each other and nodded.

      ‘Unfortunately, though,’ said Shella, ‘that’s your time almost up; just tell me, ditch the Holdfasts or tell the archmages to get stuffed?’

      ‘We shouldn’t give in to the archmages’ demands,’ said Acorn.

      ‘Likewise,’ said Carrie; ‘Agatha can’t be trusted.’

      Shella nodded. ‘Ravi?’

      ‘I have a couple of things to say.’

      ‘I thought you might. Go on.’

      ‘First,’ he said, ‘I have an idea that I’ve been trying to tell half of you, but no one’s been listening. As I seem to have a captive audience, well, here goes. Back in Plateau City I was working on a project with Nyane, making a new kind of material that combines stone and clay powers, and we were getting great results as well.’

      ‘I’m bored, Ravi,’ said Shella. ‘How long’s this going to go on for? Get to the point.’

      He frowned at her. ‘I want to use a stone mage to help me repair the defences of Colsbury. We could use the new material to render the walls impervious to mage attack. If the archmages are coming, as they obviously are, since we’re not about to vote to send the Holdfasts off to their deaths, then the walls need to be reinforced; I could do that.’

      ‘One tiny problem,’ said Shella. ‘Where are you going to find a stone mage?’

      ‘We have one in the keep’s dungeon. Nadia.’

      ‘Nadia, right,’ said Shella. ‘Let’s file that away for later. That it?’

      ‘No, I have one more thing,’ Ravi said. ‘What’s going to happen to Sable?’

      Shella shrugged. ‘I’ll open that one up to everyone else. Your Majesty?’

      ‘Sable deserves to be executed,’ said the Empress; ‘she’s one of the worst traitors I’ve had the misfortune to come across. The level of cruelty and malice necessary to plan suicide attacks on marketplaces defies belief. However, I’m well aware that new… information has arisen; information that some here may feel sufficient to justify clemency. I do not share that opinion.’

      Shella nodded. ‘Holder Fast?’

      Daphne frowned. ‘My position remains unchanged.’

      ‘Which is?’ said Belinda.

      ‘Currently Sable is secure within the dungeons of the Great Keep, and all of those tasked with guarding her have had their minds blocked by Karalyn to prevent Sable from trying to influence them. I see no reason why this approach should change, at least until the threat from the archmages subsides.’

      The Empress smiled. ‘And you managed to get through all of that without mentioning the real reason you want her kept alive. Well done.’

      Shella glanced at Ravi. ‘Do those answers satisfy you?’

      ‘Not really.’

      ‘Tough shit. Belinda, you’re next.’

      The young woman nodded. ‘I want to ask Karalyn something.’

      Shella nodded. ‘Go ahead.’

      Belinda turned to face Karalyn, who was sitting two seats along to Thorn’s right, with Lennox between. ‘I’m tempted,’ she said, ‘to call for surrendering the Holdfasts to the archmages, because why should the many suffer for the few? If doing so secures our survival, then the only reason for not complying with the archmages’ demand is that the Holdfasts are the only people able to match Agatha and the others. That doesn’t need to be the case, though. There is another here who could help. Me. So I ask you, Karalyn, for the purpose of defeating the archmages, will you please give me the rest of my powers back?’

      Karalyn’s expression didn’t change, as if she had been expecting this question. She said nothing for a moment, her eyes on the table.

      ‘Are you refusing to answer?’ said Belinda.

      ‘No,’ said Karalyn. ‘I’ll answer you.’ She raised her eyes and caught Belinda’s fierce gaze. ‘I fear you, Belinda; I’m afraid of what you’ll do if you have the same powers as Agatha.’

      Many voices spoke up at the same time.

      ‘Quiet!’ cried Shella. ‘Karalyn, please continue.’

      ‘I have nothing else to say.’

      ‘Not good enough,’ said the Empress. ‘We could have saved untold numbers of lives if you had obeyed me when I first asked you to do this. Now that the end is almost here, how can you continue to deny Belinda her birthright?’

      Karalyn raised a finger. ‘Fine, I’ve just restored her line and range-vision powers, but that’s as far as I’m willing to go.’

      ‘Your obstinacy might destroy us all,’ said the Empress.

      ‘Speak in turn, your Majesty, please,’ said Shella. ‘Karalyn has given her answer and we must move on.’ She turned to Belinda. ‘You now have line-vision and range-vision.’

      ‘It’s not nearly enough,’ she said.

      ‘It’ll have to do for now. Calder, you’re next.’

      The herald shook his head. ‘This is a farce,’ he said. ‘Have you all forgotten the chain of command? Sitting here among us is your imperial sovereign and Empress. This is not a fucking democracy, and even if it were, who granted Shella the authority to select the fourteen people who are gathered here? I refuse to recognise the business of this meeting and have no further comment to make.’

      Shella smiled. ‘Fine by me. Your Majesty?’

      ‘I want to thank the herald for his words,’ the Empress said, ‘but bow to necessity. If a monarch cannot command the loyalty of her subjects, then this is the position we find ourselves in. I do have something I wish to say to everyone, but want to ask if it can be left until the end, once everyone else has spoken.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Shella, ‘as you’re the Empress, we can grant you that. Holder Fast?’

      Daphne Holdfast picked up a paper from the desk in front of her. ‘I propose,’ she said, ‘that we prioritise the following items in our discussion today: supplies, rationing, training for the refugees, maintenance of the defences, and scouting schedules for scanning the roads leading to Colsbury.  There is much that needs to be done, and everyone here has their part to play. We also have the Quadrant, which gives us a key advantage. I further propose that, while we ready Colsbury to the best of our abilities, we also strike. A mixed team of marines and high mages could penetrate the enemy’s defences, and hit the archmages one by one.’

      Shella nodded. ‘Sounds like the beginnings of an agenda. Okay, Karalyn?’

      ‘Agatha still has three hundred thousand soldiers in the northern Plateau,’ said the dream mage, ‘but even with that number, I believe Colsbury can be held. Kelsey and I can nullify any of the archmages’ flow or death attacks, and we have two fire mages, two healers and a soulwitch. I think we should let them come to us, and we can destroy them here.’

      Shella nodded. ‘Thanks. Lennox?’

      ‘Apart from being clear that we do not under any circumstances surrender the Holdfasts to the archmages,’ he said, ‘I have nothing to add.’

      ‘Super,’ said Shella. ‘What about you, Thorn?’

      The soulwitch glanced at the others. ‘Why do I feel even less hopeful than I did before this meeting started? I have retreated from four cities over the last few thirds, and thought I‘d seen enough despair, but the lack of common purpose and leadership here today has chilled me more. Why is the betrayal of the Holdfasts even up for discussion? I realise that I am a recent member of the family, but even if I weren’t, what sense does it make to hand over the only people who have successfully managed to kill three of the archmages? Four, if we include Belinda.’

      ‘I’m not dead,’ said the young woman.

      ‘No,’ said Thorn, ‘you’re not. And why? Because Karalyn Holdfast spared you while she was saving the Empress.’

      ‘It’s up for discussion,’ said Shella, ‘because we need to reply to the archmages, and I wasn’t prepared to do that without letting you all know first. Of course we aren’t going to surrender anyone to Agatha. Right, Keir.’

      ‘Perhaps Thorn was too polite to say it,’ he said, ‘but the root cause of our defeats has been the overall strategy as devised by the imperial authorities.’

      ‘If you mean me,’ said the Empress, ‘then spit it out.’

      ‘Fine,’ Keir said, ‘I mean you. Your disastrous handling of this war has led us to catastrophe. Overly-cautious, hesitant, dithering, with a complete lack of imagination. Your policy could be summed up as stand there and take it, and hope they get tired of punching us before we fall over.’

      ‘He’s right,’ said Kelsey. ‘Nyane knew what was going on; that’s why she handed Rainsby over to Keir and Thorn. And how did you respond when she got back to Plateau City; you put her on trial for treason. A pathetic display of cowardice, just because you couldn’t handle folk disagreeing with you. Your defence strategy was the same; an embarrassing failure that your pride wouldn’t let you admit was wrong.’

      ‘May I speak?’ said Carrie.

      Shella frowned. ‘Keep it brief.’

      ‘As you all know, Lennox and I were in the Army of Pyre,’ she said. ‘We fought against the empire’s strategy, and this talk of it being a failure is puzzling to me, to say the least. Have you any idea how low the morale was in the Rahain army? Lennox and I once got to within three hundred feet of the walls of the Old Town in Rainsby, but we were pushed back. No matter how many times we tried to take that damned city, it was the same. The Empress’s strategy wasn’t a failure from where we were standing. It was only the addition of the archmages that made the difference; without them, I believe the empire even now would be standing firm. Lennox, would you agree?’

      ‘Aye,’ he said; ‘with every word.’

      The Empress turned to them both in turn, mouthing a ‘thank you’, as silence fell over the chamber for a moment.

      ‘Moving on,’ said Shella. ‘Kelsey, I’m going to count that as your turn. Okay, we’re at the other end of the table. Jemma, your go.’

      ‘What, me?’ said the young Holdings woman, balancing Cole on her knee. ‘You want me to speak?’

      ‘You’re a Holdfast, aren’t you?’ said Shella. ‘Your family’s future is part of this discussion, is it not?’

      ‘Well,’ she said, ‘what seems clear to me is that no one’s in charge. Is it the Empress? Holder Fast? Who? If we can’t even decide that, then we may as well give up now. That’s it. I’m done.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Shella. ‘Right, pee break, then we’ll listen to what the Empress has to say.’

      A few stood while the others began to talk. Keir glanced past Thorn at Lennox, an angry look on his face.

      ‘Did you have to contradict me in front of everyone?’ he said.

      Lennox shrugged. ‘I was giving my opinion. The Empress’s strategy was sound.’

      ‘The Empress needs to be replaced.’

      ‘Keir,’ said Thorn, raising her hand; ‘please.’

      ‘You’re taking his side?’ said Keir. ‘After he made me and Kelsey look like fools?’

      ‘I’m just asking you to keep your temper,’ she said. ‘Let’s see what the Empress says before we jump to any conclusions.’

      She filled her glass with water as Keir frowned by her left. To her right, she saw Belinda rise from her seat and approach Karalyn.

      ‘Is that it?’ she said. ‘What about my powers?’

      ‘I don’t want to talk about it just now,’ said Karalyn.

      ‘I used to look up to you,’ Belinda said, rage on her face, ‘but now I see that you’re nothing but selfish, scared and weak.’

      ‘Sit down,’ muttered Lennox.

      Karalyn narrowed her eyes. ‘If I was weak, I’d have given you those powers a long time ago. You weren’t ready then, and you’re not ready now. I didn’t want to say this in front of everyone, but sometimes you act like a child, Belinda, and I’m not in favour of giving children the power to kill thousands of people. Now, piss off before I go into your head and remove what I’ve already given you.’

      Thorn watched from the side as Belinda tensed for a moment, before turning and striding away.

      ‘Tell Karalyn,’ Thorn whispered to Lennox, ‘that I completely agree with what she said.’

      Lennox did so, and Karalyn turned to her. ‘I thought you were Belinda’s friend?’

      ‘I was for a while,’ said Thorn, ‘but we fell out some time ago. She doesn’t speak to me any more.’

      Karalyn was raising an eyebrow at this as Shella marched back into the chamber. The Rakanese mage walked round the table and sat at the clerk’s desk.

      ‘Let’s reconvene,’ she said, ‘now that my bladder’s empty. Your Majesty, you wanted to say something?’

      ‘Aye,’ said Bridget. ‘I’ll make it quick. I formally abdicate from the imperial throne, effective immediately.’

      There was a gasp in the hall as every eyes turned to her.

      ‘That’s it,’ she said. ‘That’s what I wanted to say.’

      Thorn looked at the faces that weren’t showing any sign of surprise. Like before, Shella, Daphne and Karalyn had seemed to take the announcement without blinking.

      Calder got to his feet. ‘Your attention, please.’ He waited until everyone was facing him. ‘As Herald of the Empire, I am now in charge of proceedings. If you’ve read your constitutional law, you’ll know that an abdication does not affect the position of herald, and thus it falls to me to outline the next steps. My only role now is to find a replacement according to the statutes of the empire. Under ordinary circumstances I would be obliged to call a meeting of all leaders, from across the regions and domains of the empire, to elect a new Emperor or Empress, however these circumstances are far from ordinary. Therefore, using the powers vested in me, I hereby appoint this gathering as the necessary and legal body to make that decision for the empire. In order to do so, we shall need at least one nomination, seconded,’ He glanced around the chamber.

      ‘I nominate Daphne Holdfast,’ said Bridget.

      ‘Seconded,’ said Keir.

      Thorn gazed at Daphne. Her face was unreadable, but her eyes were tinged with anger.

      ‘I nominate Bridget,’ Daphne said.

      ‘Seconded,’ said Belinda.

      ‘You can’t nominate me,’ said Bridget; ‘I’ve just abdicated.’

      Daphne glanced at Calder. ‘Please enlighten her, Herald.’

      Calder nodded. ‘She’s right. There’s nothing in the law to stop her from nominating you.’ He glanced up. ‘Any other nominations?’

      The chamber stilled into silence. Thorn looked from face to face, gauging their feelings. If things had turned out differently, it could have been her name being nominated, and she could have been walking out of the chamber as Empress.

      ‘Then I declare nominations to be closed,’ Calder said. ‘We shall vote in one hour, after lunch.’

      As they got to their feet, Daphne turned towards the Holdfast side of the table.

      ‘Let me make one thing clear,’ she said; ‘I want none of you to vote for me out of family loyalty; in fact, I want none of you to vote for me at all. I do not want the job, do you understand?’

      She strode away without waiting for a response, leaving her children and their partners glancing at each other.

      ‘Did she mean that?’ said Jemma, holding Cole as she approached.

      ‘Let’s go,’ whispered Thorn to Keir, ‘before your son is thrust into your arms.’
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        * * *

      

      Thorn and Keir spent their hour alone, standing on one of the palace’s many wide balconies, smoking. Keir stood for most of the time in silence, leaning out, his gaze on the mountains in the distance. When their time was up, they trooped back downstairs to the large chamber. Calder was standing outside, with a squad of armoured marines.

      ‘What are they doing here?’ said Keir.

      ‘Security for our new sovereign, whoever that might be,’ said Calder, raising a hand to block their approach. ‘Before you enter,’ he went on, ‘I require something from you. Everyone who goes in must pledge their allegiance and loyalty to whoever wins the vote. No exceptions.’

      Keir and Thorn glanced at each other.

      ‘I swear,’ said Thorn.

      ‘Me too,’ said Keir.

      ‘Say the words,’ said Calder.

      Keir frowned. ‘I swear.’

      ‘Very good,’ Calder said, gesturing to the marines to stand side; ‘please enter and take your seats.’

      They walked through the entrance and went to the horseshoe table. Most people were already in their places, and Thorn watched others come in as she sat. Calder was the last to enter, and the squad of marines followed him in. He walked over the clerk’s desk, and talked to Shella for a moment in a low voice.

      He straightened. ‘Welcome back. I’ve asked Shella to conduct the proceedings; I shall take my seat and vote when my turn comes.’

      Calder walked back round the table and sat between Bridget and Belinda.

      ‘Okay,’ said Shella; ‘here we go. This time we’ll go in the opposite direction from before. I’ll go first.’

      ‘Wait,’ said Karalyn. ‘What happens if it’s seven votes apiece?’

      ‘Fuck knows,’ said Shella; ‘we toss a coin?’

      ‘If the votes are tied,’ said Calder, ‘then I remain in charge of the affairs of the empire until I can summon another council. I’ll do it tomorrow; then the next day, then the day after that, until we reach a majority decision.’

      Shella nodded. ‘Can I start?’

      ‘Aye,’ said Calder.

      ‘Fine. I vote for Daphne.’

      Keir’s mother gasped, then slammed her fist down onto the table. ‘What did we just talk about, Shella?’

      The Rakanese mage shrugged. ‘Sorry. I love you both, but I think you’d be better.’

      Daphne glared at her.

      Shella glanced away. ‘Jemma?’

      ‘Holder Fast.’

      ‘Thank you. Kelsey?’

      ‘Bridget.’

      The room turned to look at the young Holdings woman.

      She smirked. ‘Just doing as my mother asked.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Shella. ‘Keir?’

      ‘I vote for Holder Fast.’

      ‘Thorn?’

      The soulwitch paused, trying to calculate the numbers. Fourteen votes, and Daphne was leading three to one. She took her time, her eyes going over Daphne and Bridget, sat side by side at the base of the horseshoe. Both were born leaders, as was she, and she liked aspects of each of them.

      ‘Could they co-govern?’ she said.

      ‘No,’ said Calder; ‘the law is clear. One must rule.’

      ‘Then I vote for Holder Fast.’

      ‘Thank you, Thorn,’ said Shella. ‘Lennox?’

      ‘Must it be this way?’ he said. ‘Neither of them wants it.’

      ‘A new empress can change the rules to suit them,’ Calder said, ‘but one must first be appointed, and we have two nominees. Please choose one.’

      Lennox shook his head. ‘Bridget.’

      Shella looked at Karalyn.

      ‘Holder Fast,’ she said, keeping her eyes on the table.

      ‘Daphne?’

      ‘Bridget, obviously,’ she said, shaking her head at her children.

      ‘And Bridget?’ said Shella.

      The Brig woman gave a wry smile. ‘Daphne.’

      Shella nodded to Calder.

      ‘Bridget.’

      ‘And Bridget for me,’ said Belinda. ‘That makes it six-five to Daphne with three to go.’

      ‘We can count,’ said Shella. ‘Ravi?’

      He gulped. ‘This is fucked up; why me? No matter who I pick I’m going to piss off somebody, and I don’t know who’d make a better empress. I like them both, and they both scare me in about equal measure. Fuck it, Bridget, because she’s done it before.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Shella. She turned to Carrie and Acorn, who were whispering to each other. ‘So a hedgewitch and an ex-Army of Pyre marine hold the fate of the empire in their hands?’

      ‘Looks like it,’ said Carrie.

      ‘We’ve decided,’ said Acorn.

      ‘Aye,’ said Carrie; ‘we both vote for Bridget.’

      Calder and Belinda jumped to their feet cheering as Bridget hung her head and started to weep. They turned to her, quietening as she sobbed. The chamber stilled into silence, with no sound except for Bridget’s tears.

      Daphne put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Sorry.’

      Thorn stood, and walked past Lennox to Karalyn. ‘Our Empress needs us,’ she said. ‘Each of us can help her.’

      Karalyn nodded and got to her feet, and they walked to where Bridget was weeping. Thorn touched her left shoulder as Karalyn placed a hand on her right. Thorn sent a flood of healing into the Brig woman, while at the same time she heard Karalyn murmur words of strength and encouragement into Bridget’s ear.

      The Empress’s back straightened, and her weeping ceased.

      She stood, and Thorn joined the others in falling to their knees. Bridget gazed at them for a moment, then gestured for them to return to their seats.

      ‘I didn’t want this; you all know that,’ she said, ‘but I’ll do it. From now on I expect complete loyalty from everyone in this room. Thorn and Keir; that means you, as well as everyone else. We’re going to stay in Colsbury, as Karalyn suggested, and let the archmages come to us. Ravi, get Nadia out of prison and begin work immediately. Sable stays in jail; Belinda, make do with the powers you’ve got. Keir and Lennox, you’re our fire mages; stop squabbling and work together. Calder, I’m putting you in charge of the marines.’ She looked over at Thorn and Kelsey. ‘I want you two by my side,’ she said, ‘questioning every decision I make.’

      She glanced at Daphne. ‘Holder Fast, you’re my new herald; responsible for the defence of Colsbury.’

      Daphne bowed her head. ‘Your Majesty.’

      Bridget walked up to the wide windows, the sunlight bathing her in gold as she gazed out over the still, dark waters of the lake.

      ‘We have until the end of the year,’ she said. ‘Let’s make it count.’
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      Colsbury Castle, Republic of the Holdings – 30th Day, Last Third Winter 526

      ‘What would you do, Lennox, if it were you attacking?’ said the Empress.

      He gazed out over the masses of Rahain soldiers forming up in the fields and on the gentle slopes of the mainland opposite the island.

      ‘How much time would I have?’ he said. ‘If I had plenty, then I wouldn’t attack at all. Seal the place up tight, and sink any fishing boat that goes out onto the lake. Colsbury would be on its knees within two thirds.’

      ‘And if you were in a hurry?’ she said, the wind ruffling her short brown hair.

      ‘All-out assault. Tonight.’

      The Empress nodded, her hands gripping the battlements on the roof of the Great Keep. Next to her stood Kelsey and Thorn, who were also gazing out at the sight of the newly-arrived Rahain army. Lennox remembered the Empress telling the two young women that she wanted them close so they could question her decisions, but, with one a healer, and the other able to block the archmages’ powers, it was clear to him that other factors were at work. Not that he begrudged the Empress taking on extra protection; after they had forced her into re-taking the crown, it was the least they could give her.

      ‘How many are there?’ said Kelsey. ‘There doesn’t seem to be three hundred thousand.’

      ‘They have no need to bring that many up the mountains,’ said Lennox; ‘not to besiege one small island. I’d estimate closer to sixty thousand, and they’ll need hundreds of wagons a day to keep them all fed.’ He glanced back at the Empress. ‘That’s another reason why I don’t think they’ll wait to attack.’

      ‘Maybe we should attack first,’ said Thorn.

      ‘The mainland is out of range of my fire powers.’

      ‘But not Keir’s,’ she said. ‘He could reach.’

      ‘There’s also the Quadrant,’ said Kelsey. ‘We could use that.’ She pointed at the small village at the far end of the bridge connecting the island to the mainland. ‘The archmages are probably down there somewhere.’

      ‘We keep to the plan,’ said Bridget. ‘I know you’re impatient; we’ve been stuck here preparing for a third and a half, and now we can see the enemy at last, but we must keep our nerve. Let them come to us, and we can turn all of our mage power on them at once.’

      Kelsey frowned. ‘Sounds cautious, defensive… now where have I heard that before?’

      ‘I don’t like risks,’ said Bridget. ‘I only fight when I know I can win.’

      Lennox frowned as he gazed into the distance. ‘Could I borrow the lizardeye?’

      ‘Here you are,’ said Thorn, passing him the long, cylindrical tube.

      He held it up to his face and focused on a spot where his eyes had noticed a tiny blur of activity.

      ‘They’re building boats.’

      The others looked in the same direction, squinting.

      ‘Several miles down the shore,’ he went on, ‘soldiers are unloading carts stacked with wooden sections. Others are clearing the banks of the lake; cutting down the bushes and carrying the boulders away.’

      ‘Any sign of more winged gaien?’ said the Empress.

      He raised the lizardeye and scanned the skies and treeline. ‘Nothing. If they come again, we’ll see them; the Holdfasts are checking every day.’

      ‘Ahem,’ said Kelsey; ‘there’s a Holdfast standing right in front of you.’

      ‘Sorry, I meant the Holdfasts with vision powers.’

      The young Holdings woman scowled.

      ‘Right now,’ said the Empress, ‘I’d rather have someone with Kelsey’s powers by my side, especially if Agatha happens to spot us up here on the battlements. And the Holdfasts haven’t been the only ones looking; I know for a fact that Belinda has as well.’

      ‘Practising her new powers?’ said Lennox.

      ‘Aye. Of course, she’s taken to it like she was born to do it; as she probably was. She still hankers after her other powers, though; as she never stops telling me.’

      ‘I think all of us up here are in agreement,’ said Thorn; ‘Karalyn did the right thing.’

      Kelsey frowned. ‘I wonder if we’ll still be saying that when Agatha’s about to melt our brains.’

      ‘It’s our job to make sure she doesn’t get close enough to try,’ said Lennox.

      Bridget glanced at her three companions. ‘You’ve all come face to face with at least one archmage over the last year, and survived. We can get through this, I believe it.’

      Lennox handed the lizardeye back to Thorn and they looked out over the battlements in silence, as the Rahain ranks continued to file through the village, joining the other formations along the banks of the lake. A shieldwall had been erected by the far side of the deserted bridge, and Rahain soldiers thronged the streets and small squares of the settlement. All of the villagers had been moved inside the walls of Colsbury Castle as soon as word had reached them of the imminent arrival of the Rahain army; the vanguard of which had been air-lifted to an area of flatter ground a few miles to the north, to cut off the road to the Holdings.

      He turned his glance downward, to the defensive walls that encircled the island. The great gatehouse stood guarding the entrance to the bridge; its stout doors closed and barred. A company of civilian militia had been posted along the walkway built into the walls, while marines were drilling more volunteers in the marshalling yard; the contents of the well-stocked armouries under the Great Keep being distributed to any able to bear arms.

      ‘I know you wish you were down there with the other marines,’ said the Empress. ‘If you weren’t a fire mage, you’d be in command of every fighter in Colsbury.’

      ‘Thank you, your Majesty.’

      ‘You should get some rest; see your family,’ she said. ‘If you’re right, and the attack comes tonight, then I want you refreshed and ready.’

      ‘Can I go with him?’ said Thorn. ‘I want to ask him something.’

      Kelsey narrowed her eyes. ‘You mean you want to flirt with him.’

      ‘I’m married to your brother,’ Thorn said, ‘and I know how close you are to him; how you tell him everything.’

      ‘I do not.’

      Thorn raised an eyebrow.

      ‘I don’t want my protégés bickering,’ said the Empress, putting a hand between them. ‘Thorn, you may go with Lennox, but be in my study within half an hour.’

      Thorn curtseyed. ‘Yes, ma’am.’

      Kelsey frowned as Lennox and Thorn turned for the stairs in the corner turret. They entered the dark stairwell and began to descend.

      ‘I’m not going to flirt with you,’ she said, glancing at him; ‘you needn’t worry. Kelsey can be a little… possessive of her brother at times.’

      ‘The Holdfasts stick together.’

      ‘Some of them,’ she said; ‘and this is what I wanted to talk about. Karalyn and Keir; there’s so much anger between them. We need them to get along, especially as the Empress has put them in the same team for the attack.’

      ‘Karalyn’s tried,’ he said, as they reached a landing. ‘It’s Keir; he ignores her.’

      Thorn frowned.

      He turned to her. ‘If that’s what you wanted to ask, then you should be speaking with Keir.’

      ‘What you say is true,’ she said; ‘it’s Keir who’s been refusing to reconcile. I have an idea, though, about something that might help. If Karalyn is willing, of course.’

      Lennox studied her for a moment, envying the ability to read other people’s thoughts. ‘Go on.’

      ‘I was wondering,’ she said, ‘if Karalyn would remove the block that prevents her from seeing into Keir’s mind.’

      ‘I, uh…’ he paused. ‘Wait, why would he want that?’

      She straightened, keeping his gaze. ‘He’s too proud to ask her himself. He knows what Karalyn did to protect Corthie, but can’t bring himself to ask her to do the same to him. If Karalyn were to remove the block, then she could go into Keir’s mind, and fully protect him from most of the powers of the archmages, just like Corthie was protected, and just like Karalyn and Kelsey are.’

      Lennox said nothing.

      ‘Without it,’ she went on, ‘he is as defenceless against them as we are; you and me. It’s a pity Karalyn can’t protect us all.’

      ‘We need to have a trace of dream powers for it to work.’

      ‘I know that. I’m just saying it’s a pity.’

      ‘As long as we stay close to Karalyn or Kelsey we’ll be alright.’

      ‘So we huddle round them in groups? Except for Belinda too, of course, she doesn’t need to; she’s as impervious as them; must be her archmage blood.’ She smiled. ‘It’s a large favour, I know, but would you ask her, please?’

      ‘Alright, I’ll ask.’

      ‘Thanks, Lennox, and might I say how handsome you’re looking? I always liked you better in uniform.’

      He opened his mouth to speak, but she turned and strode away, leaving him standing in the hallway.
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      ‘But why would he want that?’ said Karalyn, sitting by the window smoking, with a cup of tea in her hand.

      ‘So you can protect him like you did with Corthie,’ said Lennox; ‘so he’s immune from mage attack.’

      Her eyes widened. ‘Oh. I should have thought of that and offered to do it, but it never crossed my mind. Well, if he’s happy about it, then alright. It’ll hurt, though.’

      ‘You or him?’

      ‘Both of us. The blocks I put in there run deep; they had to, to last this long. I deliberately made it so it would be painful for me to remove; and he’s going to feel like a chunk of his mind’s been ripped out.’

      Lennox grimaced. ‘Maybe you should let him know first.’

      ‘Aye,’ she said. ‘Hang on a moment.’

      She half-closed her eyes, and he watched her from across the small table. Up until that morning, when the first Rahain units had been seen approaching, he and Karalyn had been living with the twins in her quarters in the Great Keep. It had been cramped, and there always seemed to be family members and friends around whenever he wanted any privacy with Karalyn, but compared to before, when he had been kept at arm’s length, it was bliss.

      ‘Right,’ she said, lifting her chin; ‘that’s Thorn told. She’s going to talk to Keir, and see what he says.’

      ‘Does she not mind you just going into her head like that?’

      ‘She doesn’t seem to,’ Karalyn said. ‘I think she’s trying to fit in with the Holdfasts. Of anyone, Thorn was the most disappointed that mother didn’t become empress; she’d love to be a princess. Think of the dresses she would wear.’ She turned to him, frowning. ‘Actually, don’t.’

      ‘Kelsey thought she was trying to flirt with me today.’

      ‘She does flirt with you,’ she said, ‘you’re just too thick-headed to see it. I’ve noticed the way her eyes change when they look at you; and don’t tell me I’m imagining it, because remember, I’ve been in her head.’

      Lennox narrowed his eyes.

      ‘Don’t worry; it’s harmless,’ she said, ‘for now. She’s besotted with Keir.’

      ‘Good,’ he muttered.

      ‘You never ask me if I look inside your head.’

      ‘I’m not sure I want to know,’ he said. ‘I mean, after last time, I know why you’d be wary that I was keeping secrets from you, but that was the only one.’

      ‘I know,’ she said; ‘I read your memories in Severton, right before I hid them from you.’

      ‘Then you saw what I did? Not just know about it, but saw?’

      She nodded. ‘And I have seen those images often since.’

      ‘As have I,’ he said lowering his gaze.

      ‘But I too have done things I consider wrong,’ she said. ‘I sent the governor of Rainsby mad, then scoured the minds of the Blackholds because I was so angry that Darine had died.’

      ‘Aye,’ he said, ‘Poor Darine. It was because of Libby that I went into a blind rage in the harbour of Rainsby. I felt the anger rise in me to a pitch I couldn’t control.’

      He raised his head and their glances met.

      ‘If we win,’ she said; ‘if we manage to defeat the archmages, I want to be able to look back, from some peaceful time in the future, and not be ashamed of my actions now.’

      ‘It’s too late for that,’ he said; ‘even the best of us have done bad things in this war. I’d be happy if we get through it in one piece, regardless of what we had to do to survive.’

      ‘That’s not what you used to think.’

      ‘I know. What happened at Westport changed me, I think. I had to sink the enemy destroyers and troop-carriers, killing hundreds, maybe thousands of conscripted Rahain peasants on board. I did it, because the alternative would have been worse.’

      ‘That makes me sad, but I understand,’ she said.

      ‘And now there are sixty thousand enemy soldiers besieging Colsbury, and we may have to kill them all to win.’ He glanced out of the window. ‘I’m prepared; I’ll do it, but when this is over I never want to lift a weapon in anger again.’

      She took his hand. ‘Whatever happens, I love you, and nothing will change that.’

      He squeezed her fingers; their eyes locking.

      Someone knocked on the door.

      Karalyn frowned. ‘Aye?’

      The door opened and her mother walked in.

      ‘Good afternoon, you two,’ she said. ‘How are things? Do you need anything?’

      ‘Some peace and quiet would be nice,’ said Karalyn.

      ‘I didn’t know Lennox was in here,’ Daphne said, walking over to the cots. She peered down at the twins, then re-arranged Cael’s blanket. The child let out a wail.

      ‘Look what you’ve done, mother,’ Karalyn said, as Kyra woke as well.

      ‘Oops, sorry.’

      Lennox and Karalyn got up from their chairs by the window and walked over to where Daphne was picking up Cael.

      ‘Who’s a gorgeous boy?’ she said, rocking him on her shoulder. ‘Six thirds old today.’ Her nose crinkled and she passed the child to Lennox. ‘This one needs his napkin changed.’

      Lennox took Cael and carried him to the changing mat while Daphne picked up Kyra. He laid the child down, and reached for the tub of cloths, nappies and safety pins.

      As you’re here, Lennox,’ Daphne said, as she cradled Kyra, ‘did you know that the Rahain are constructing boats along the shores of the lake?’

      He smiled. ‘I heard, aye.’

      ‘Haven’t you got other things to be doing?’ said Karalyn to her mother.

      ‘I got fed up standing on the walls watching the Rahain get ready on the opposite bank,’ she said. ‘I ordered some tea; it should be along in a minute.’ She glanced from her daughter to Lennox. ‘Ah, were you hoping for some time alone before the battle?’

      Lennox threw the nappy and soiled cloths into a bucket. Cael was smiling up at him from the mat, and grabbing onto his toes. Lennox gazed at him, for a moment oblivious to what else was going on in the room. He had missed a large part of their young lives, but he was determined to make up for it.

      There was another knock at the door. ‘Your tea, my lord and ladies,’ said Tabitha, pushing in a trolley.

      Daphne shrugged at her daughter. ‘Thank you,’ she said to Tabitha. ‘Set it down by the table, please.’

      The servant made her way to the window and placed a tray onto the table, then collected the old cups and teapot.

      ‘Will that be all?’ she said.

      ‘Yes, dear,’ Daphne said.

      Tabitha bowed, then wheeled the trolley from the room.

      ‘Poor girl,’ Daphne said. ‘She would have been better off staying in Plateau City.’

      Lennox finished securing the clean nappy and stood, picking up Cael. The child squirmed in his arms, his head darting around until he saw Karalyn; then he began to cry, stretching out his arms for his mother.

      ‘He’s just hungry,’ Daphne laughed; ‘don’t take it personally, Lennox.’

      ‘I’m well used to it,’ he said.

      ‘Kyra’s still sleepy,’ said Karalyn. ‘Let’s swap, and I’ll feed Cael first.’

      Lennox passed him to Karalyn, then put his arms out for his daughter. Daphne held onto her for a few more moments, as if reluctant to give her up, then sighed and passed the child to her father.

      ‘I’ll pour the tea,’ she said, as Kyra snuggled into Lennox’s arms.

      Daphne walked over to the table and picked up the fresh teapot.

      ‘I’ve never said this in front of you before,’ she said as she poured, ‘but it truly warms my heart to see you back together. After this is all over, you’ll be able to live as a normal family.’ She glanced at Karalyn. ‘That wouldn’t have happened if the vote had gone the way you wanted.’

      Her daughter glanced over from the couch where she was sitting, nestling Cael by her breast. ‘You said you weren’t going to bring that up again.’

      ‘I know what I said, dear, but I have a feeling I’ll be reminding you about it for many years to come.’

      She carried over a filled cup and laid it down on a low table by Karalyn.

      ‘Would you like some tea, Lennox?’ she said.

      He looked up from gazing at Kyra’s face. ‘No, thanks.’

      Daphne poured herself a cup, sat down next to Karalyn, and lit a cigarette. Lennox suppressed a frown.

      ‘Have you been upstairs to see the Rahain yet?’ she said.

      ‘Not in person,’ said Karalyn, ‘but I’ve seen them using my vision.’

      ‘I was up on the battlements earlier,’ said Lennox, ‘with the Empress, Kelsey and Thorn.’

      ‘Your team has been out rehearsing again?’ said Daphne. ‘Perhaps our team should do the same, Kara-bear.’

      Karalyn frowned. ‘I’m not sure I like the two mage teams the Empress has devised.’

      ‘Too late,’ Daphne said, ‘we appointed her our leader; we have to follow her commands.’

      ‘I like her idea about having teams,’ Lennox said; ‘one for defence; one for attack; it makes sense, and we’ll each know what’s expected of us.’

      ‘But there’s more to it than that,’ Karalyn said. ‘Why did Bridget split Lennox and me up; and Keir and Thorn?’

      ‘The Empress knows that you’ll fight better apart,’ said Daphne. ‘You won’t constantly be looking over your shoulder to check that Lennox is alright; and it’s the same with Keir and Thorn.’

      ‘I don’t like it.’

      Daphne raised an eyebrow. ‘Is that because you’re jealous of Thorn being in the same team as Lennox?’

      ‘Of course not,’ she cried.

      ‘Hmm. So it doesn’t bother you; Lennox being so close to someone who is, arguably, the most beautiful woman ever seen in Colsbury?’

      ‘No. I trust him.’

      ‘Ah, good. So you’ve looked into his mind?’

      ‘No, I, well…’

      Lennox glanced over at the couch, where Karalyn and her mother were sitting.

      ‘Fine,’ said Karalyn; ‘I did. Once.’

      ‘You mean once after Severton?’ Daphne said. ‘We all know you read his thoughts there, and what you did after that.’

      ‘Aye, one more time, after he arrived back from the war.’ She looked over at Lennox. ‘Sorry.’

      ‘I told you,’ he said, ‘I get it. I lied to you before, so I would’ve been surprised if you hadn’t.’

      ‘All the same,’ she said, ‘I shouldn’t have, not at least without telling you.’

      ‘And?’ said Daphne. ‘I trust his loyalties are sound, and that he loves you faithfully?’

      Karalyn’s eyes went from her mother to Lennox. ‘Look, I can talk about this with each of you, individually, but not when you’re sitting together; it’s too embarrassing.’

      ‘You don’t need to talk about it with me,’ said Lennox; ‘I know how I feel.’

      ‘I won’t do it again,’ said Karalyn. ‘I promise.’

      ‘Don’t promise,’ he said; ‘you might need to.’

      ‘I used to avoid going into Killop’s mind,’ said Daphne.

      ‘I was in his head a thousand times,’ said Karalyn; ‘maybe more. It was like a reflex when I was younger; I couldn’t stop myself from reading the thoughts of everyone I met.’

      ‘And those two beautiful children will be the same,’ said Daphne, glancing at the twins.

      ‘No,’ said Karalyn. She looked at her mother. ‘Don’t take offence at what I’m about to say; I know you did the best you could, but I’m in a better position than you were. I can mould them, protect them, and protect others from them. Not one single person in the Great Keep has had their thoughts invaded by either of the twins, because I’ve been preventing it. Dream mage children need a dream mage mother; it wasn’t your fault that you weren’t one for me.’

      Daphne seemed lost for words for once, and she slowly nodded.

      ‘Are you in?’ came a voice from behind the door of their bedroom.

      It opened, and Keir poked his head through. ‘You are in. Good.’

      He strode into the room.

      ‘She’s nursing,’ said Thorn, walking in a pace behind. She turned to Karalyn. ‘Should we come back?’

      ‘It depends,’ said Karalyn, ‘on why you’re here.’

      ‘I told him how painful it would be,’ said Thorn.

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Keir, ‘I want it done.’

      ‘So you thought you’d just barge in?’ said Daphne, glowering at her son. ‘Where are your manners?

      Keir blinked. ‘Sorry, mother.’

      ‘That’s better. Now, I seem to have missed a portion of this conversation. Just what is it that you want Karalyn to do?’

      ‘I want her to protect me like she did for Corthie,’ he said, ‘so that the archmages won’t be able to kill me with flow or death powers. This is what will make the difference, mother; throughout our entire defeat, Thorn and I would be winning until one of the archmages showed up. It was impossible to stand up to them, but if Karalyn can protect me, then I’ll have nothing to fear.’

      ‘There’s always something to fear,’ said Thorn.

      Daphne turned her head to Karalyn. ‘Would it work?’

      ‘Maybe; I think so. What happened with Corthie was accidental; I sealed his mind from vision mages, and it was later, after he’d killed Gregor, that I found out that the block in his head had spread, that it had attached itself to the small amounts of dream powers he held, and protected him from external mage attack. When Gregor killed Laodoc and the soldiers guarding us, Corthie was fine.’

      ‘If it can save Keir,’ said Daphne, ‘then do it. Try, at least.’

      Karalyn glanced down at Cael, who had fallen asleep in her arms. ‘I still have to feed Kyra.’

      ‘Kyra’s fine for now,’ said Daphne; ‘look at her sleeping in her daddy’s arms.’

      ‘Let me put Cael down first,’ she said, rising. She walked over to the cots as Daphne ushered Keir and Thorn into chairs by the low table. Lennox remained standing, rocking Kyra on his shoulder. Karalyn tucked Cael under a blanket and returned to the couch. She lit a cigarette and glanced at Keir.

      ‘You might need something stronger than that,’ said Daphne.

      ‘I’m sure I’ll cope,’ she said.

      ‘I might not,’ said Keir.

      ‘I’ll have some weedsticks ready, dear.’

      Karalyn shook her head. ‘Right. First, I’ll have to remove the blocks I put into his head ten years ago.’

      Lennox watched as her eyes dulled. Keir seemed frozen to where he sat; his gaze locked on Karalyn’s. He began to shake, his body convulsing as Thorn’s hand went to her mouth. Spittle flew from his lips as the tremors rippled through him. Lennox’s arm went up instinctively to protect Kyra as Keir flailed on the couch. Daphne jumped to her feet but was powerless to intercede; while Karalyn sat, her eyes glazed and grey, her expression empty.

      Keir cried out and toppled to the floor as Karalyn came to. She held her head and sank to her knees next to the still body of her brother.

      Thorn crouched down by them and laid a hand on each. Keir spluttered and woke, and Karalyn raised her head.

      Keir laughed. ‘My head, it feels… lighter, as if a pain or weight that was there has gone.’

      ‘And I can see into your head now,’ Karalyn said. ‘Maybe it’s time to find out what you really think of me.’

      His smile faded. ‘Maybe you should.’

      ‘You’re both on the same team tonight,’ said Thorn, ‘or whenever the Rahain begin their attack. Perhaps you should get it all out now, so you can put it behind you; unless you hate each other so much that it would only make it worse.’

      ‘I don’t hate him,’ cried Karalyn. ‘Ever since you got here, I’ve been trying to speak to him, but he just grunts, or ignores me.’

      ‘I’m not ignoring you now,’ he said.

      ‘But that was because you wanted something from me, and still need something else.’

      ‘She’s right,’ said Thorn, ‘you haven’t been a good brother. I know she did something bad to you long ago, but at some point you’re going to have to get over it, and I hope that point is now. You’re a strong man, Keir, and you’re a Holdfast. You and your sister are two of the mightiest mages the Star Continent has ever seen. Whatever divides you in our time of need, rise above it.’

      Keir nodded. He put out his hand and helped Karalyn to her feet, as a tear rolled down the cheek of Daphne Holdfast.

      ‘Are there traces of dream mage powers within him?’ said Thorn, also rising.

      ‘Aye,’ Karalyn said, ‘just like Corthie.’

      ‘Then you can protect him?’ said Daphne.

      Karalyn put her hand on Keir’s shoulder, and gazed at him. Keir stood still for a moment, then yelled out in pain.

      ‘It’s done,’ said Karalyn.

      Keir swayed, then sat, Thorn and Daphne sitting to either side of him. ‘That hurt,’ he said.

      ‘Aye,’ said Karalyn, ‘in order for it to work, it had to.’

      ‘Will I still be able to heal him?’ said Thorn.

      ‘Only by touch,’ Karalyn said. ‘If you try to do it through the air, his new defences will block it, like they’ll block all other mage powers.’

      The soulwitch nodded.

      ‘But you can still get into his head?’ said Daphne.

      ‘Aye.’

      Kyra shifted in Lennox’s arms, and he rocked her back to sleep. He glanced at Karalyn; she looked tired, but happy with what she had been able to do for her brother. She caught his glance.

      ‘I’m sorry I can’t do the same for you, Lennox,’ she said.

      ‘I’ll stay close to Kelsey,’ he said, ‘I’ll be fine.’

      ‘So this is where you all are,’ said a voice from the doorway.

      They turned, and saw the Empress standing by the entrance, with Kelsey and a couple of marines.

      ‘May I come in?’ she said.

      ‘Of course, your Majesty,’ said Daphne.

      Bridget raised an eyebrow. ‘I thought this was Karalyn and Lennox’s room?’

      Karalyn smiled. ‘Please, your Majesty; come in.’

      The Empress walked through the doorway.

      ‘It’s a nice little Holdfast get-together,’ said Kelsey. ‘I should have guessed that no one would invite me.’

      ‘Don’t be like that,’ said Daphne. ‘Karalyn was helping Keir.’

      Kelsey smirked. ‘I find that hard to believe.’

      ‘It’s true,’ said Keir; ‘she’s protected me from archmage attack, just like she did for Corthie.’

      Kelsey’s eyes narrowed.

      ‘Excellent,’ said the Empress, ‘and just in time; the Rahain are starting to move up to the shore, and some of their boats are in the water south of here. The attack team needs to get into position; Shella’s waiting for you downstairs.’

      Daphne and Keir stood.

      ‘We’d better pass the twins to Jemma,’ said Karalyn.

      ‘We should spare her a thought,’ said the Empress, ‘having to look after so many children.’

      ‘She has a couple of servants to help her now,’ said Daphne. ‘She’ll be fine.’

      Bridget glanced at her. ‘Do you still want me to…?’

      ‘Yes, please.’

      The Empress turned to face Karalyn and Lennox.

      ‘Before we all go to our positions,’ she said, ‘there’s something I want to do for you two.’

      Lennox and Karalyn glanced at each other.

      ‘I did this once for your mother and father, Karalyn,’ Bridget said. ‘and they weren’t expecting it either.’

      The others gathered round.

      ‘Do you love each other?’ Bridget said.

      ‘Aye,’ said Karalyn and Lennox at the same time.

      Bridget smiled. ‘Then, as Empress, I pronounce you married.’

      They stared at her.

      ‘Aren’t you going to kiss your wife?’ said Thorn.

      ‘Here,’ said Daphne, ‘pass me Kyra.’

      Lennox reached out and his new mother-in-law gathered the child from his arms. He turned to Karalyn, whose face was still open in shock, and they pulled each other close. They kissed, and the others let out a cheer.

      ‘Now that’s done,’ said the Empress, ’we can get down to business.’ She faced Daphne, and they embraced. ‘Good luck, Herald.’

      ‘You too, your Majesty.’

      Karalyn and Keir made their farewells, and followed Daphne from the room.

      The Empress smiled at Lennox, Thorn and Kelsey.

      ‘Right, defence team,’ she said, ‘let’s get up onto the battlements.’

      She strode for the door.

      ‘Congratulations,’ said Thorn, kissing Lennox on the cheek, ‘and welcome to the family.’

      ‘Aye,’ said Kelsey; ‘there’s no way back; you’re a Holdfast now whether you like it or not.’
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      Colsbury Castle, Republic of the Holdings – 30th Day, Last Third Winter 526

      ‘Why does no one like me?’ said Belinda.

      Ravi glanced around the cold, dimly-lit turret. Acorn was looking away, while Nadia’s features were expressionless.

      ‘I try my best,’ Belinda went on; ‘and I always try to do the right thing, for the Empress, and for the empire, yet they all look at me like I make them uncomfortable. It’s alright if you’re a Holdfast; they can break the rules, and the Empress welcomes them back with open arms, whereas I’m treated like a piece of dog-shit, even though I’ve done nothing wrong.’

      Ravi lit a cigarette, and shifted on the damp, stone floor. ‘I like you,’ he said, ‘even after you were so rude to me in Rainsby.’

      She glared at him. ‘You were trying to get me into bed.’

      ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I was. Sorry about that, I was on the rebound from Kerri at the time.’

      ‘I can see the attack team,’ said Acorn, her gaze on the narrow window slit in the turret; ‘they’re getting into position on the battlements of the gatehouse.’

      ‘While us rejects are sitting here like spare parts,’ said Belinda.

      ‘Speak for yourself,’ said Acorn. ‘Maybe if you didn’t complain so much, then people might like you more.’

      ‘And I’m quite happy not to be up on the battlements, personally,’ Ravi said.

      ‘But I should be up there, instead of playing bodyguard to you three,’ said Belinda. ‘I would be, if Karalyn had given me my powers back. I tried to speak to the Empress again, but she told me to shut up about it, and to stop asking her.’

      Acorn glanced at her. ‘Maybe you should take her advice.’

      Belinda folded her arms, her face in the shadows of the turret. Ravi took a stick of keenweed from a pocket and lit it. He glanced at Nadia, but the old woman’s gaze was on the floor.

      ‘You alright?’ he said to her. ‘Cold?’

      ‘I’m fine, dear,’ she said.

      ‘Of course she’s fine,’ said Belinda, ‘she’s not in the dungeons, where she ought to be.’

      ‘The Empress let her out,’ said Ravi, ‘so she could do vital work on the defences; you know that.’

      ‘Yet another example of her Majesty rewarding those who have wronged her, while punishing those who have always remained loyal.’

      ‘Now you’re talking complete crap,’ said Acorn. ‘Didn’t you kill the Empress’s best friend, and then try to kill her? Aren’t you a prime example of her Majesty’s forgiveness?’

      Belinda’s eyes went cold. ‘I was a different person then.’

      ‘Same principle applies though, yeah?’ she said. ‘You wronged her, and you’re not dead or in jail.’

      Belinda pulled her knees up to her chest. ‘You can’t blame me for something I don’t remember doing.’

      ‘Says who?’ Acorn said. ‘You can’t use memory loss as an excuse.’

      Belinda lowered her head to her knees and fell silent.

      Ravi frowned at Acorn, who shrugged. He stood, stretched his legs, and went to the window slit. The turret was on a part of the island’s curtain wall at the corner of the Summer Palace, and he could see the busy banks of the mainland. The Rahain had positioned torches along the shore, which were lighting up the darkening skies, and he could see the faces of the soldiers in their flickering glare. Behind them, large artillery machines were being prepared, and rows of braziers were heating boulders to a red-hot glow.

      ‘Maybe we should move,’ he said.

      ‘It was you that dragged us up here,’ said Acorn. ‘I thought you needed to see the Rahain army?’

      ‘Yeah, well I’ve seen enough. We’re within range of those stone-throwers.’

      ‘Won’t you and Nadia’s miracle material protect us? You’ve gone on about it often enough.’

      ‘We didn’t do the turrets,’ Nadia said. ‘There wasn’t time.’

      ‘Now you fucking tell us,’ said Acorn. ‘What bits did you manage?’

      ‘We did the whole of the gatehouse,’ said Ravi; ‘plastered the stuff on good and thick there.’

      ‘And most of the curtain wall,’ said Nadia.

      ‘And the Spire.’

      ‘The Spire?’ said Acorn. ‘Why did you waste your time on that?’

      ‘The Empress told us to pick one interior building,’ he said, ‘and the Spire has the smallest surface area. Either of the two keeps would have taken us thirds, never mind the palace.’ He frowned. ‘Don’t look at me like that; have you any idea what it’s been like, hanging off the edge of walls for days on end, with nothing but a rope and a plank of wood keeping me and Nadia from falling into the lake? Shit. Their artillery’s getting ready. We should move.’

      He glanced round. Acorn and Nadia were getting to their feet, while Belinda was still sitting in the corner of the turret, her face buried into her knees.

      ‘Come on,’ he said to her; ‘the spare parts are going.’

      She lifted her eyes, and he squinted. Had she been crying? He stretched out his hand for her to take, but she ignored it and stood on her own. They went through the low entrance to the turret and emerged out onto the wide walkway that followed the curtain wall round the island. Armed civilian militia were posted along the battlements of the walls, and each was staring down at the massed enemy on the mainland.

      Belinda composed herself as soon as she saw the militia, then led the others along the walkway.

      ‘Where shall we go now?’ said Acorn.

      ‘The Empress told us to make sure we were available to go wherever we’re needed,’ said Ravi.

      She frowned at him. ‘I was there when she told us, remember? But we’re not needed just yet.’

      Ravi took a draw of keenweed then threw the butt over the wall into the lake.

      ‘Let’s visit the attack team,’ he said, ‘see if they need any help.’

      They continued along the wall, keeping a watchful eye on the Rahain on the mainland. The end of the wall was joined to the gatehouse, and there was a entrance connecting the two. They passed a marine posted by the opening and went into the gatehouse, where a set of spiral stairs led to the battlements. Standing gazing at the Rahain was the attack team – Keir, Karalyn and Shella, led by Daphne Holdfast.

      ‘Why can’t I hit them now?’ Keir was saying as they approached.

      ‘We wait for the Empress’s signal,’ Daphne said.

      ‘Do you need anything?’ Ravi said.

      They turned.

      ‘A bottle of whisky would be nice,’ said Shella.

      ‘Shall I fetch one?’

      ‘She’s joking, Ravi,’ Daphne said; ‘I think.’

      ‘Look,’ said Karalyn; ‘someone’s approaching the bridge.’

      They peered over the edge of the battlements. They were standing above the near side of the bridge, while at the far end, a small group was walking through a clear gap in the Rahain lines.

      ‘It’s the archmages,’ muttered Karalyn.

      ‘I recognise Racine,’ Daphne said, aiming a look at her daughter, ‘the one you prevented me from killing.’

      ‘The others are Agatha and Witten,’ Ravi said. ‘I’d never forget their faces.’

      The three archmages stepped onto the bridge and halted.

      A voice rose up, and Ravi winced. He remembered it from the time of his imprisonment in Rahain, but he had never heard it used the way Agatha was using it at that moment; as if the voice was inside his head, painfully drowning out everything else.

      ‘The year is almost over,’ Agatha said, ‘and no Holdfasts have been surrendered to us.’

      ‘And none shall,’ cried Daphne. ‘I am Holder Fast, and you’ll not touch one of my family.’

      ‘Where is the Empress? Have the Holdfasts usurped power?’

      ‘I speak for the Empress. I am her herald, and I tell you; if you attack, we will destroy you all.’

      ‘This world is ours, Holdfast,’ Agatha said, ‘just as it was promised to us by the one who created it. All that remains is your annihilation, and then every domain of the Star Continent will fall under our sway.’

      ‘This world is not yours,’ said Daphne, ‘and if you want the Holdfasts, you’ll have to come and get us.’

      ‘Then come and get you we shall.’

      Karalyn nudged her mother. ‘I’m in the Empress’s mind; we’ve to get ready.’

      ‘You heard her,’ Daphne said quietly to Shella and Keir. ‘Prepare yourselves.’

      Ravi glanced from Daphne to the archmages, who were retreating back into the ranks of Rahain. A trumpet sounded as they disappeared behind the shield wall at the end of the bridge, and the artillery crews began loading their machines, with teams transporting the red-hot boulders to each catapult.

      ‘Now,’ said Karalyn.

      Daphne raised her right arm. ‘Now!’

      Keir and Shella lifted their hands as Ravi held his breath. Shella swept her arm from left to right, and all along the shoreline, the leading ranks of Rahain soldiers began to collapse, clutching their chests and falling into the lake. At the same time, there was an explosion over by the row of braziers as Keir held a hand out in their direction. Flames engulfed the closest artillery machines, and spread through the ranks of a company of soldiers guarding them.

      Another trumpet sounded and the unscathed stone-throwing machines sprung into life, their arms hurtling upwards and releasing their burning cargo at the walls of Colsbury.

      Ravi wailed in fear as boulders flew towards them, striking the gatehouse and sections of the curtain wall to their left and right, where he and Nadia had spent the longest time reinforcing the defences with their composite material, bonded to the rock by stone mage powers. With each impact, the boulders shattered or fell into the lake, leaving the walls dented but standing firm.

      ‘It’s working,’ Daphne said, glancing at the damage on the walls. She glanced at Ravi and Nadia. ‘Well done, you two, and don’t look so surprised, Ravi. You should clear off though; Agatha knows where we are, and her response will be coming soon.’

      Ravi nodded, and he, Nadia and Acorn turned to leave. Belinda lingered for a moment, her eyes on Karalyn, then joined them. The gatehouse shook as they descended the stairs, with boulders striking the walls every few seconds. Dust drifted down from the top of the stairwell as they hurried to the bottom. Calder was close to the great gates that led to the bridge, leading five squads of marines and a few dozen militia. The gates had been strengthened by a row of thick wooden stakes, driven into the ground at an angle. Ravi gulped as he imagined the hordes of Rahain on the other side of the tall doors.

      ‘Good evening, Belinda,’ Calder said as they approached.

      She nodded. ‘Commander.’

      ‘Were you up on the battlements? Have the Rahain got any machines able to throw boulders over the walls?’

      ‘No,’ she said.

      ‘They’d have to level fifty yards of the hillside to fit machines big enough,’ said Ravi, ‘and they seem to be in too much of a hurry for that.’

      A ripping sound pierced the air and chunks of stone burst outwards from high up on the curtain wall, showering fragments into the marshalling yard.

      ‘There goes our turret,’ said Acorn.

      A militia scout ran towards them from the direction of the far side of the island.

      ‘Commander,’ she said; ‘word from Lieutenant Carrie; the harbour is under attack from the lake.’

      Calder turned to Belinda. ‘Take two squads, Captain, and assist the lieutenant, if you please.’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ she said, saluting, and Ravi saw the thin trace of a smile on her lips.

      Belinda walked towards the marines. ‘These two squads here,’ she cried; ‘with me.’

      The selected marines took a step to the side, and Belinda led them off, the scout running next to her.

      ‘Should we follow?’ said Nadia. ‘The Empress told us to stay away from fighting if we could.’

      ‘Yeah,’ said Ravi, ‘but she also ordered us to stick close to Belinda, seeing as how the three of us are so shit at waving a sword around.’

      ‘Come on,’ said Acorn; ‘let’s catch them up.’

      They hurried after the two squads of marines, passing the gates to the Great Keep on their right, and the palace, and then the Spire, on their left.

      Acorn raised an eyebrow at the exterior of the Spire. ‘What a mess you’ve made of it; that stuff you’ve stuck on looks horrible.’

      ‘The whole of the outside wall is like that now,’ said Ravi.

      ‘Does Thorn know about this?’ Acorn said. ‘She’s not going to be happy when she sees that state you’ve left it in.’

      ‘Who cares,’ he said, ‘if it keeps the archmages out?’

      Acorn shook her head. ‘If it gets to the stage where we’re all hiding in the Spire, then we’ll be truly fucked.’ She frowned. ‘What?’

      ‘Nadia doesn’t like it when you swear,’ he said.

      Acorn glanced at the old Rahain woman. ‘Tell her I couldn’t give a fuck.’

      They picked up their pace as they passed a series of out-buildings stacked up against the inside of the curtain wall. Cries of anger and pain were coming from the archway leading to the castle’s small harbour, and ahead of them, Ravi could see the marines charge through.

      ‘This way,’ said Acorn; ‘we can watch.’

      She darted to the left and went into a guardroom built into the side of the wall. There were three slit windows, and they went to one each. The lake outside was covered in the dark outlines of barges and small rowing vessels, each clustered with Rahain. Several had already landed by the narrow pier, and fighting was taking place by the boathouse. Marines were pushing the Rahain back towards the pier, but more soldiers were landing. Many were loosing crossbows from the barges, and more than one marine lay dead or wounded on the flagstones of the quay. Ravi caught sight of Belinda, her sword flashing as she cleaved her way through the front ranks of Rahain. Her speed sent them into a panic, and they tried to rush away from her, sending bodies falling off the pier.

      ‘We need to get down there,’ said Acorn; ‘I need to help the wounded.’

      ‘Should, uh… we stay here?’ said Ravi.

      ‘Nadia should,’ said Acorn, ‘but you can come with me to help carry the injured.’

      She ran out of the guardhouse before Ravi could reply. He frowned at Nadia, then followed the hedgewitch outside, where the din from the fighting nearly deafened him. He went after Acorn as she dodged through the archway, mingling with the marines at the rear of the formation; then he was pushed back, as the squads began to pull out.

      ‘What’s happening?’ he cried.

      ‘The Captain’s requested a strike from a fire mage,’ said a squad-leader as they withdrew.

      Ravi lost sight of Acorn as the marines bundled him out of the building. Once they were in the yard, they formed up again, their shields blocking the archway.

      ‘They wouldn’t let me in!’ cried Acorn to his left.

      ‘Oh, thank fuck,’ he said. ‘I thought you were still inside.’

      ‘I should be,’ she said, anger like fire in her eyes, ‘but the marines threw me out.’

      There was a flash of light and a whoosh overhead, and the harbour exploded in flames. The marine shield wall was forced back by the roaring fire and scalding heat, as flames ripped across the quayside. Ravi and Acorn ran back to the guardhouse. Through a window, Ravi watched as the surface of the lake lit up in fire, as flames leapt from boat to boat, consuming the soldiers aboard. Burning bodies toppled into the water as screams echoed across the lake.

      ‘That’s it, Lennox,’ Acorn whispered to herself; ‘burn the bastards.’

      The ground shook and a roaring sound burst out from somewhere behind them. They rushed to the guardhouse entrance. Flames were racing across the sky; their plumes criss-crossing. Some originated from the roof of the Great Keep or the castle’s gatehouse in the distance, while the others were coming from further away, on the mainland. A fire was raging in one of the small out-buildings, and Rakanese civilians were running towards it. A bucket-line was organised in seconds, leading all the way down to the smouldering quayside, where the charred bodies were pushed or kicked into the lake. The marines moved back into the harbour, flanking the civilians as they passed the buckets up and down the line.

      Acorn gasped as another fireball roared down into the interior of the castle. When it was only twenty yards away it swerved to the side as if hit by an invisible force, and it flew out over the lake and crashed into the water.

      Ravi laughed. ‘I thought I was burnt toast there.’

      Acorn barged past him and sprinted down to the harbour entrance. Ravi went after her, but it was only when he arrived that he realised why she had run. Lying beside the curtain wall was a long row of injured marines; some wounded by swords or crossbow bolts, others by fire. Belinda was standing close by, issuing orders to the marines. Ravi gazed at her for a moment. She seemed a different person from the lonely, insecure young woman who had been weeping in the turret. Her eyes seemed to glow as she proficiently and calmly organised the marine’s defences, looking the model of an ideal officer. She thrives in the chaos, he thought; she lives for it. She turned and called for Nadia.

      The old woman nodded and left the guardhouse.

      ‘Yes, Captain?’ she said.

      A few of the marines glanced at her, but as the only Rahain within the walls of Colsbury, her face was well known to most of them.

      ‘I need you to destroy the quayside,’ Belinda said. ‘Until we do, the Rahain will keep probing our defences here, and if they break through, then the castle will fall. Is this task within the range of your powers?’

      Nadia raised her chin. ‘I can do it.’

      Ravi was stopped at the archway as Nadia and Belinda, along with an escort of marines, went through to the harbour. The boathouse was a burnt-out shell, its floor littered with broken glass, and blackened bodies were piled in heaps. Nadia made her way through to the quayside, and knelt down, placing her palms on the ground. The marines stood back, one holding her shield out to protect the old Rahain woman as she remained motionless, as if frozen to the rock.

      A crack rent the air, and a cloud of dust burst upwards from the harbour as the quayside disintegrated and slipped into the dark waters of the lake. The end of the pier collapsed, leaving a shorn-off chunk still standing, but separated from the island by over twenty yards. Nadia stood, then swayed, and Belinda caught her by the arm. The marine escort pulled back, and they withdrew beyond the archway. Belinda led Nadia over to Ravi. The old woman looked exhausted.

      ‘Well done,’ Belinda said.

      ‘Yeah,’ said Ravi, ‘that was amazing.’

      Nadia attempted a smile. ‘You should have seen what my girl was capable of.’

      Belinda opened her mouth to speak, then hesitated. She smiled. ‘I think we should get our stone mage a cup of tea.’
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        * * *

      

      The kitchen in the Great Keep was the closest place to get a cup of tea, so they hurried there, once a tired Acorn had finished healing as many of the injured marines as she was able. She had a drawn look on her face as Ravi poured tea. Next to her on the kitchen bench, Nadia looked worn out, and her hands trembled as he passed her a cup.

      ‘I remember you used to make tea for me in the apartment in the university,’ he said. ‘Those were good days.’

      Nadia burst into tears.

      ‘Well done, Ravi,’ muttered Acorn. She put her arm over Nadia’s shoulder.

      ‘What’s he done?’ said Belinda, walking over from where she had been pacing.

      ‘I was just trying to be friendly,’ he said.

      A rumble came from outside, and the cups clinked together on the tray.

      ‘More are getting through,’ said Belinda; ‘our mage teams are tiring.’

      ‘I should go up to the roof,’ said Acorn, ‘and lend them what strength I have.’

      ‘We should all go,’ said Ravi.

      ‘I don’t think I’m ready for all those stairs quite yet,’ said Nadia.

      ‘Someone should stay with her,’ said Acorn.

      ‘I’ll do it,’ said Belinda.

      ‘So you can avoid my sister?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Acorn frowned at her, then turned to Ravi. ‘Come on.’

      He gulped down his tea, half-scalding his throat in the process, then rushed after her as she strode towards the stairs. He caught up with her as she bounded up the steps of the first flight.

      ‘We should go easy on Belinda,’ he said.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘She’s going through… stuff; emotional stuff. She’s more fragile than she looks.’

      ‘No, she’s not,’ Acorn said; ‘she wallows in self-pity, and that’s not the same. She’s messed up though, I’ll grant you that.’

      ‘What can we do to help her?’

      ‘Help her? She doesn’t belong here; she’s one of them.’

      ‘That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t help her,’ he said. ‘She’s stuck here with us, regardless of where she and the others came from.’

      Another rumble hit the keep, louder than before. The window frames creaked, and a couple of panes shattered, spilling glass over the stairs. They kept climbing, ascending the stairs until Ravi’s legs were crying out; then they reached the roof, and emerged through the door of the stairwell. The roof of the keep was lit by fireballs soaring overhead, and Ravi paused as Acorn ran on.

      Lennox was standing in the centre of the roof, atop the curved surface of a dome. His arms were raised, and he was controlling much of the fire that was flying through the sky. There was a clear view down to the gatehouse, and Keir was directing more fire from there, sending bolts into the ranks of Rahain soldiers massing by the bridge. More fire was coming towards them from the mainland in a continuous stream, and Ravi could make out the silhouettes of three figures by the banks of the lake. The Empress was over by the battlements, Kelsey by her side, facing the enemy. Ravi was glad he had voted for her. He liked Daphne, but her children were too numerous and powerful, and he would have hated having to call Kelsey, ‘your Highness’.

      There was a roar to his right as a fireball collided with an outer gate of the Summer Palace, sending flames and shattered rock flying down into the marshalling yard. His eyes darted back to Acorn, who was talking to Thorn at the base of the dome; both sisters shouting over the cacophony of noise. After a moment, they climbed the lead-lined dome, and first Thorn, then Acorn reached out with her hand and touched Lennox. The fire mage shuddered for a moment, then fought on, his energy renewed. He diverted a huge stream of fire that was directed at the base of the keep, and it exploded in the sky above them, showering the castle with a deluge of sparks and embers.

      Before Ravi had time to react, another enormous mass of flames was sent up from the mainland, as if all three archmages were combining their strength. It sped up into the sky, forming into a thick blanket of fire fifty feet above the roof of the Great Keep. Lennox raised his arms as it began to descend, his face straining, and sweat rolling down his forehead. His knees began to bend as the huge mass of flame pushed down onto the roof, getting closer with every second. Kelsey glanced up in fear as the roof heated up, and Ravi eyed the stairwell leading to safety, but his feet seemed frozen to the roof. Lower and lower came the mass of flame, and the heat on the roof became unbearable. Lennox was forced down to one knee, but he was keeping his arms raised; and a raw panic took hold of Ravi’s heart as he stared at the stricken fire mage. Thorn clambered back up onto the dome next to Lennox as waves of heat bore down on them, and placed her hand onto his arm. With a roar that seemed to come from the pit of his stomach, Lennox pushed himself to his feet and, with a blinding flash, the mass of flames consumed itself, lighting up the sky and turning the night into day for a split second. Ravi fell to the roof, his eyes blinded by the light, and his hair singed by the blizzard of scalding embers clouding the air.

      He opened his eyes, but saw nothing, and he choked, his throat filled with burning dust and ash. As his sight cleared, he made out the figure of the Empress through the clouds of ash, standing where he had last seen her by the battlements, facing the enemy. Kelsey was crouching by her feet, huddled against the parapet wall. By the centre of the roof, Lennox was back on his feet, his eyes following more fireballs as they continued to soar through the sky. Below him, Thorn lay still, stretched out on the lead-lined dome, Acorn crouching by her side. Ravi ran, shielding his eyes from the hot dust as he raced across the roof.

      ‘Is she alright?’ he cried.

      Acorn turned to him as tears spilled down her cheeks. ‘She will be.’

      The hedgewitch laid her hands onto Thorn’s motionless body. As Thorn spluttered into life, Acorn’s eyes closed and she toppled over, her body taking the place of her sister’s on the dome.

      Thorn slowly sat up, rubbed her eyes, and looked around as if in a daze. She glanced first at Lennox, standing atop the dome battling the archmages, then her eyes fell to Acorn, and her expression changed.

      Her hand reached out, and took Acorn’s, then she screamed. The Empress hurried over as Thorn dissolved into tears before Ravi’s eyes. Bridget barged Ravi out of the way and pulled Thorn close to her as the soulwitch struggled and wept. Thorn tried to push the Empress away, but the Brig woman was strong, and in a moment the soulwitch succumbed, her face buried in Bridget’s shoulder.

      ‘I don’t understand,’ said Ravi, staring at the unmoving body of Acorn. ‘Why doesn’t Thorn heal her?’

      ‘She has nothing left,’ said Bridget; ‘she gave everything to Lennox to save the rest of us.’ She caught his glance. ‘Take Thorn downstairs, and get her some rest. This battle’s not over and we’ll need her again soon.’

      The Empress stood, supporting Thorn as she rose, and Ravi scrambled to his feet.

      ‘Go with Ravi,’ the Empress said. ‘You’ve done all you can for now.’

      Ravi held out his arm, and the Empress placed Thorn’s palm into his hand; and he grasped it. Thorn turned back to stare at Acorn, as the Empress gently guided her towards the stairs. Ravi took one last look at the Empress, then ran for the stairwell, pulling Thorn along with him. They went down to the upper floor of the keep, and into their communal room, where he sat Thorn down onto a chair. The soulwitch had stopped crying, and was staring at the floor in silence. Her blue dress was scorched and filthy, and her hands trembled.

      ‘I’m sorry about Acorn,’ he said, kneeling on the rug by her. ‘Can I get you something? Tea? Whisky? A smoke?’

      She didn’t respond.

      ‘How about all three?’ he said.

      He reached into his coat pocket and withdrew a bundle of weedsticks. He selected the shortest one, lit it with a match, and placed it in her fingers.

      ‘Dullweed,’ he said. ‘I made it strong, in case I got my leg blown off or something, so go easy on it.’ He stood. ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’

      He raced to a cupboard by the wall where Shella kept the booze, and rummaged around for a bottle. He found some brandy, and pulled the stopper out. He took a long swig from the bottle, then poured out a generous measure as another rumble struck the keep, sending dust spiralling down from the ceiling. With the glass in his hand, he grabbed a blanket from a different cupboard and ran back to where he had left Thorn. The soulwitch was asleep in the chair, the half-smoked weedstick hanging from her fingertips. Ravi glanced at her tear-stained face, and swallowed, his own eyes starting to well. He placed the brandy down onto the low table, and laid the blanket over her, then removed the weedstick from her fingers, as the realisation of what had happened began to dawn on him.

      He sat, put his head in his hands, and wept.
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        * * *

      

      A loud rumble stirred him, and he wiped his eyes and glanced up. Thorn was still sleeping in the chair, but the rest of their quarters was quiet and still. Another loud thud hit the keep, and the windows rattled as the whole building shook. He stood. Half of him wanted to stay with the soulwitch, so that someone would be there when she woke up, but he knew that the dullweed might keep her unconscious for hours. She would be safe enough in their rooms, as long as the entire building didn’t come down. Where could he go? What use could he be? He couldn’t heal, or send fireballs at the enemy, or even aim a crossbow properly. All his work had been in the preparation for the battle; now that it was raging he felt useless; an extra part that just got in the way.

      He left their rooms and found the stairwell. His legs aching, he descended flight after flight, passing the ground floor when he presumed Nadia and Belinda were still waiting, though knowing Belinda, she was probably back in the thick of fighting. He passed through the basement levels and entered a low, dark tunnel. A marine was on guard duty, but nodded Ravi past, and he entered the dungeons. There was only one occupant of the cells beneath the Great Keep, and though he knew it was foolish, he couldn’t help himself. He halted in front of her cell.

      ‘From your appearance,’ said Sable from the straw-covered floor, ‘I’d judge the battle’s not going so well?’

      He stared at her in silence.

      ‘Is the Empress still alive?’

      He nodded.

      ‘Have the archmages broken into Colsbury?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘I’ve not heard a rumble in a while.’

      He blinked. She was right. He couldn’t remember any impacts since the one that had woken him up in their quarters.

      ‘What does that mean?’ he said.

      ‘You’re the one who’s been out there,’ she said; ‘how should I know?’

      ‘You could use your vision.’

      ‘To help the Empress? I think not.’

      ‘To help me.’

      She snorted. ‘Fine. Hang on a minute.’

      He fumbled for his cigarettes as her eyes glazed over.

      She coughed. ‘How about one for me?’

      He lit two and passed one through the bars.

      ‘Well?’ he said.

      ‘The archmages have pulled back. There are Rahain bodies covering the shore, and dozens of sinking vessels are scattered over the lake. It appears that the first round has gone to the Empress.’

      He nodded.

      ‘Are you not relieved?’

      ‘I feel empty; nothing.’

      ‘And not even a thank you for me?’

      He glanced at her. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Do you know how you could show your gratitude?’

      ‘How?’

      She stood, and went up close to the bars. ‘By getting me out of here.’

      ‘I can’t do that.’

      ‘I can fight, you know I can. Imagine how many of the enemy I’ll kill if you set me free. This is the battle that will decide the future of the world, and I’m eager to contribute. What’s the use of keeping me locked up? Do you think I’m likely to join the archmages, when I’m as much of a Holdfast as Daphne or Karalyn? Let me out; let me fight.’

      He gazed at her, his resolve starting to crumble.

      ‘The marine outside has the keys to the cell, Ravi,’ she said, her face inches from his. ‘Now listen very carefully and do exactly as I say.’

      He nodded. She was right; the situation was desperate; what harm could it do?

      ‘Okay,’ he said; ‘I’m listening.’
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      Colsbury Castle, Republic of the Holdings – Year’s End 526

      Karalyn lay still in the darkness, listening to the sound of Lennox breathing on the bed next to her. The Empress had ordered them to rest as soon as they were sure the Rahain were pulling back, and Lennox had collapsed onto the mattress, his eyes closing before his head had hit the pillow. Despite her own exhaustion, Karalyn had been unable to sleep; her nerves stretched and raw. Wave after wave of death and flow powers had been sent towards Colsbury by the archmages, and Karalyn had tired herself out keeping them back throughout the night. She had remained quiet about what she had done, allowing the two fire mages their moment of glory. Their feats had been visible to all, and Keir had descended the stairs of the gatehouse to a roar of acclaim from the assembled marines and militia.

      Karalyn didn’t mind; they had survived the first assault.

      She leaned over and kissed Lennox on the cheek, then got out of bed. She pulled on her dressing gown and went to the window. It was still dark outside, but the first glimmers of dawn would soon be rising over the mountains to the east. She sat, ignited a small lamp, and lit a cigarette off it, watching as the grey smoke spiralled up to the ceiling. A noise came from the cots, but she remained where she was; the twins had been sleeping through the night for a third, and she still had a couple of hours before they would awake.

      If she were a coward, she would take the Quadrant, pick up the twins, and carry them and Lennox far away; to an isolated mountainside in Kellach Brigdomin, or a remote village in the furthest reaches of Sanang; somewhere they could hide, and be safe. She tried to imagine her mother’s reaction if the rest of the keep awoke to discover them gone. Would she feel even a tiny bit of relief to know that at least one of her children was no longer in danger, or would she curse them for fleeing?

      It didn’t matter, she knew; nowhere was safe. If the archmages took Colsbury, then they would extend their control to every part of the Star Continent, and the hunt for her and her twins would re-commence.

      In spite of the silence, a niggling worry was forming in her mind. She closed her eyes and allowed her dream vision to escape her body, and sent it out into the dark sky. She gazed down on the castle from above. The outer walls facing the mainland were scorched and blackened, but remained standing; as did the gatehouse. The two keeps were in a worse state. Unprotected by Ravi and Nadia’s new material, the fire damage on the walls was severe, and the roof where Acorn had died was smeared in a layer of ash. The palace had also been hit by fire, and some of the floors had been damaged, while the marshalling yard and other out-buildings were also showing signs of the battle. The harbour was a mess, with the boathouse destroyed, and the quayside in ruins. Only the Spire rose unscathed from the island, its ugly new coating protecting it from the fires that had swept through the yard.

      On the mainland, apart from guards posted by the bridge and along the shore, the Rahain camp was quiet. Keir had knocked out many of the throwing machines, and their charred carcasses were still smoking. Other machines had been pulled back, and several were being repaired, their crews working through the night. Soldiers had piled up the bodies slain by Shella or Keir into large heaps at the southern edge of the village, though countless others were floating on the surface of the lake, or had sunk to the bottom.

      She watched the Rahain work crews for a moment as they scrambled over the artillery machines, wondering what motivation drove them. Was it fear alone, or had the archmages filled their heads with promises? She knew she could take a moment to look into their minds, but was tired and disgusted with it all, and had no desire to witness the hatred she guessed lay within their hearts.

      As she scanned the small village, she paused over the large hall were she assumed the archmages were staying. She listened, but could hear no trace of any mage power being used. Even archmages had to sleep, she supposed.

      She sensed another consciousness close by.

      Couldn’t you sleep either? her mother said.

      My head’s too busy.

      Is Lennox alright?

      Aye, he’s sleeping soundly.

      Good. My children did well today, and so did their spouses. I’m very proud of you all.

      How’s Thorn?

      I haven’t had a chance to talk to her yet. Keir said she was in a deep sleep.

      What now?

      Now, daughter, we try to rest. The dawn will come, whether we wish it or not, and with it I expect another assault. I was toying with the idea of asking you if we should use the Quadrant to launch a surprise attack on them first.

      Maybe, mother. Let me think… wait.

      Her attention drifted as she caught a murmuring from the cot in her room. She directed her vision there, and her heart stopped for a second as she felt a cold blade against her throat. In a panic, she pulled her vision back to her body in time to see Racine standing in front of her, a sword held in her right hand. Her face was illuminated by the glow of the lamp, and her white hair gleamed. Cael let out a cry from the cot, and Lennox stirred, but remained asleep.

      ‘Where is it?’ hissed Racine, her voice low

      Karalyn said nothing, frozen to the chair; the razor-sharp blade grazing her neck. She sent out her powers, but the archmage was wearing the thin protective coverings over her eyes.

      ‘The Quadrant,’ said Racine; ‘where is it?’

      Karalyn’s eyes darted to the trunk by the end of the bed before she could stop herself. Racine lashed out with her hand, catching Karalyn on the chin with the hilt of the sword and sending her flying to the floor. Racine kicked her in the stomach, and she gasped, her breath short from the pain. As she rolled onto her side, Racine placed the blade against her throat again, and pulled the trunk out from the bed with her free hand. She began rummaging in it as Lennox opened his eyes.

      ‘Stay where you are,’ Racine said. ‘I’m only here for the Quadrant; I don’t care about the Holdfasts or any of this; I just want out.’

      She pulled a leather pouch from the trunk and ripped it open. Her eyes lit up.

      ‘Karalyn, are you alright?’ Lennox called out as he edged his way to the side of the bed.

      ‘I said don’t move!’ cried Racine. ‘I will slit her throat if you come any closer.’

      The door swung open and Daphne burst through. She crossed the floor in a fraction of a second, her sword swinging. Racine threw herself to the side and picked up the Quadrant, raising it as Daphne brought her blade down. It struck the Quadrant with a dull clang and a clash of sparks. Lennox sprang from the bed, knocking Racine over onto the floor and sending the Quadrant flying as Daphne aimed her blade at the archmage’s neck.

      ‘Don’t kill her!’ cried Karalyn, rushing over. She scratched Racine’s eyes as Lennox struggled to pin her down, and within a second she had entered the woman’s head.

      Sleep.

      Racine went limp and she slumped. Lennox released her, and took Karalyn into his arms, while Daphne remained standing, her sword hovering over Racine’s neck.

      ‘How long will that last?’ she said.

      ‘An hour?’ said Karalyn. She glanced around. Marines were gathering at the entrance of the room, and she could hear the voices of Shella and the Empress in the hallway. She stood, ignoring the pain in her stomach and face, and she and Lennox walked to the cots. She sent soothing love into the twins, reassuring them, and they closed their eyes.

      ‘How the fuck did she get in here?’ Shella’s voice cried out behind her.

      ‘I don’t think she used any mage powers,’ said Karalyn, turning; ‘I didn’t sense any.’

      ‘Fetch a chair and tie her to it,’ said Daphne. ‘My daughter will extract what we need from her mind.’

      ‘Not here,’ said Lennox. ‘I don’t the twins to be in the same room if you’re going to interrogate her.’

      ‘But she could wake up any moment.’

      ‘Karalyn said an hour.’

      ‘We don’t know that for certain,’ Daphne said. She nodded to the marines. ‘Bind her wrists and ankles, and blindfold her.’

      Four marines entered the room, and crouched down by the body of the archmage. They pulled her arms behind her back and tied tight cords round her wrists, then did the same with her ankles. The Empress had also entered the room, dressed in a nightgown, and she was whispering to Shella and Daphne as they oversaw the archmage being bound.

      Lennox turned to Karalyn and placed his hand on her face, touching the bruise that was rising on her cheek.

      ‘Ow,’ she said.

      ‘Sorry. She got you a good one there.’

      ‘I’ve had worse.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Shella; ‘there’s a storeroom on this floor, we’ll take her there.’

      The marines picked up the archmage, and Shella led them off, the Empress following.

      ‘Just you as well, Karalyn,’ said her mother. ‘Everyone else should go back to their rooms.’

      ‘What are you going to do in there?’ said Lennox, as Karalyn turned to face him.

      ‘I don’t know,’ she said, ‘but it’s not going to be pretty.’

      Belinda entered the room, still dressed in her battle clothes from the previous night. Her eyes were heavy, as if she hadn’t slept.

      ‘What’s happening?’ she said.

      ‘Racine broke into my room,’ said Karalyn.

      ‘What? How?’

      ‘We don’t know.’

      ‘Did she try to kill you?’

      ‘No, she was after the… shit.’ Karalyn raced across the room, her head turning as she scanned the floor.

      Belinda’s eyes narrowed. ‘What’s she looking for?’

      ‘The Quadrant,’ said Lennox. ‘That’s why Racine was here.’

      Karalyn knelt down in the corner of the room by a pile of clothes as she caught a glimpse of something metal. She picked up the device.

      Quadrant?

      Nothing.

      For a moment she stared at it, then lowered her head. She crouched as if frozen for a few seconds, then turned to Lennox.

      ‘It’s broken.’

      Lennox and Belinda rushed over as Karalyn held out the Quadrant in her hands. It was lying on its silken covering, its gems glistening in the lamplight. Down its centre was a deep score from where Daphne’s sword had struck it.

      ‘It doesn’t look too damaged,’ said Lennox; ‘all of the jewels are still in place.’

      ‘The voice,’ she said; ‘it’s gone.’

      Belinda started to laugh. Karalyn glanced at her, as her own eyes started to well. The Quadrant had been her one hope of escape if all else went wrong; her one way to guarantee the safety of her children.

      ‘The most powerful device in the world,’ Belinda said, ‘and you broke it? You were entrusted with one thing, Karalyn; to guard and protect the Quadrant, and you failed.’

      ‘Shut up, Belinda,’ said Lennox.

      ‘I’m only pointing out the truth; the mighty Holdfasts have failed. There will be no way out for them if Agatha breaks in; perhaps she already has broken in. If Racine could get all the way to the top floor of the Great Keep undetected, who knows where the others are? They could be approaching as we speak.’

      ‘Then do your fucking job,’ said Lennox, ‘and look for them. You have those powers now, don’t you? Use them, instead of complaining about what you can’t do.’

      Belinda’s eyes lit in anger and she faced Lennox, her hand edging towards the hilt of her sword. Karalyn tucked the Quadrant into the folds of her dressing gown and stood.

      ‘Please leave the room, Belinda,’ she said.

      ‘The Empress needs to know what happened to the Quadrant.’

      ‘I’m going to see her now,’ Karalyn said; ‘I’ll show her.’

      Belinda frowned. ‘I’m coming with you.’

      ‘Fine,’ said Karalyn. She leaned over and kissed Lennox, then turned for the door.

      She stepped outside into the hallway, where a squad of marines was standing. She and Belinda squeezed between them, and they followed the passageway to its end.

      ‘They’re in here,’ said Karalyn.

      Belinda opened the door and they walked into the small storeroom. In the middle of the floor, Racine had been tied to a chair. Her head was hanging forward, and Karalyn could sense she was still asleep. In front of her stood the Empress, Daphne and Shella, while four marines had taken up position around them.

      ‘There she is, at last,’ said her mother, ‘and she appears to have brought Belinda along.’

      ‘Show them,’ Belinda said.

      Karalyn took the Quadrant out from her dressing gown, and held it out for them to see. ‘It was broken in the fight.’

      Her mother gasped and reached out for it. Karalyn placed it into her hand, and her mother examined the damage.

      ‘Did my sword do that?’ she said.

      ‘I think so, mother,’ said Karalyn.

      Daphne turned to the Empress. ‘Racine used it to block my attack, your Majesty; there was nothing I could have done.’

      ‘Can it be fixed?’ said Bridget.

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Karalyn; ‘I don’t know how it works.’

      ‘We can let Ravi take a look,’ said Shella. ‘Didn’t he fix it before?’

      The Empress nodded at Racine. ‘Maybe she knows how to repair it.’

      ‘Is that it?’ said Belinda.

      They turned to her.

      ‘The Holdfasts break the most powerful weapon in our possession,’ Belinda went on, anger twisting her features, ‘and that’s all you say?’

      ‘What’s done is done,’ said the Empress. ‘Throwing blame around isn’t going to help anyone.’

      Belinda approached the Empress. ‘This is why everyone feels they can disobey your commands; they look at the way the Holdfasts walk all over you, and start to think they can do they same. You’re weak. I should have voted for Daphne, at least she knows how to be ruthless; you’re just a coward.’

      ‘Step away from the Empress,’ said Daphne, as the marines tensed, their hands going to their swords.

      ‘Why?’ sneered Belinda. ‘Do you think I’d throw my loyalty away, as you did when you abandoned the Holdings and fled to Kellach Brigdomin? You and your daughter ran away in the middle of a war when your empire needed you the most. Why were you allowed to return unpunished? You and Karalyn should be on trial for treason, not advising the Empress now that it’s too late. The empire has been lost, because of you and your family; you’re the only reason the archmages are determined to destroy us all; you!’

      ‘Leave now, Belinda,’ said the Empress; ‘go to your room and rest.’

      Belinda stayed where she was, her eyes never leaving Daphne.

      ‘I said “leave”,’ the Empress went on, ‘before I ask these marines to escort you out.’

      Belinda turned slowly to face the Empress. ‘When Agatha wins, it’ll be your fault.’

      The others remained quiet as Belinda strode from the room, the door swinging shut behind her.

      ‘So I think we can all agree,’ said Shella, ‘that Karalyn was right to deny her the rest of her powers; the girl’s losing her mind.’

      ‘No,’ said Karalyn; ‘she’s just upset; upset and confused.’

      ‘We’ve expected too much of her,’ said the Empress, ‘and I’m partly to blame for that. I used to see her solely as a weapon; something we could use to help us win the war, and forgot she was a person too. I was blinded by the loss of Dyam.’

      ‘We’ve all made mistakes,’ said Daphne, turning back to gaze down at Racine. ‘For a long time I believed that leaving this woman alive was one made by my daughter, but maybe I was wrong.’

      ‘Only if she can tell us something useful,’ said Shella.

      ‘Are you in control of her mind, Karalyn?’ said the Empress.

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘Then wake her.’

      Karalyn went back into the archmage’s head, finding the traces of her dream powers still in place. She froze the woman’s control over her limbs, and sealed off her ability to summon any of her mage skills.

      You are going to answer our questions truthfully, Racine. Every lie you tell will cause you pain. Awaken.

      The archmage opened her eyes and raised her chin.

      ‘You made a mistake coming here,’ said Daphne.

      Racine glanced round at the faces staring at her. ‘I’ve been making mistakes for a long time now; following Agatha was my greatest. Are you going to kill me?’

      ‘We don’t know,’ said the Empress. ‘How did you get in?’

      ‘I scaled the walls.’

      ‘Without battle-vision?’ said Daphne.

      ‘I was a thief in a past life; a good one.’

      ‘Before you say any more,’ said Karalyn to the prisoner, ‘be aware that if you lie to us, you will experience pain.’

      Racine smiled at her. ‘You freak. You have no right to be able to do the things you do; no right at all. Nathaniel made a grave error with your kind.’

      ‘Nathaniel?’ said Shella. ‘Who the fuck’s that?’

      ‘Your creator,’ Racine said; ‘your god. If it weren’t for him, none of you would be here, and this world would still be a formless void.’

      ‘The Creator’s name was Nathaniel?’ said Daphne. ‘He omitted to mention that when I met him.’

      ‘He was trapped in here so long that he probably forgot,’ said Racine. ’Agatha suspected that he’d gone mad, and she was probably right; she usually is.’

      ‘And how does one go about creating a world?’ said the Empress.

      Racine shrugged. ‘How should I know, do I look like a world-builder to you? Nathaniel was one of the last; the only one I know, in fact. So many were killed in the wars…’ She paused, her eyes narrowing. She glared at Karalyn. ‘You’re making me do this, aren’t you? You’re forcing me to speak.’

      Karalyn nodded. ‘I am.’

      ‘As I said, making dream mages was Nathaniel’s greatest mistake, but I don’t think he was even aware that he’d created you. He left plans with us, about the powers he was bestowing upon the mortals of this world, but he never mentioned anything about dream mages.’

      ‘Go on,’ said Bridget. ‘Tell us more about the wars you mentioned.

      ‘Damn you!’ Racine cried. She tried to clamp her mouth shut, but it opened, as if she were unable to control herself. ‘The Wars of the Gods,’ she blurted out. ‘The unending wars, though I always thought that was a stupid name to call them, as our side has been getting crushed for millennia. Countless worlds have been annihilated, and our thinning numbers have been hunted by the victors for eons. It’s not unending though, as it will end when the last of us on the losing side have been destroyed. Nathaniel offered to make us a new world, a place where mortals with powers could be moulded into an army for us, and, more importantly, as a refuge where we could hide indefinitely. He went into a trance, and never came out of it.’

      ‘You saw him?’

      ‘Saw him? He was with us during the whole of our last retreat, and on our return to Lostwell. We hid out, and that was when he made the offer. Agatha agreed immediately. Then we waited. I don’t understand how it works, but time is not the same between worlds when a new one is being created, and we knew we wouldn’t be waiting billions of years for him to finish.’

      Shella lit a cigarette, and pulled up a seat.

      ‘A couple of years passed,’ Racine went on, ‘while Belinda took care of him, using her powers to keep him healthy; then we reached a point when Agatha said we’d been waiting too long; but we didn’t want to disturb him in case it ruined the world he was making for us. And then one morning we woke up and he was dead. Really dead. Gone. Belinda was bereft, and raging.’

      ‘Then how did you get here?’ said Daphne.

      ‘We had a Quadrant,’ said Racine, ‘and the notes he had made before going into the trance, including the location of the new world. We had kept it secret the whole time, in fact only Agatha and Belinda knew the precise details. A better question is “why did we come?”. We knew we were taking a risk; if Nathaniel’s world had collapsed into chaos, then we could have been killed the moment we passed through; but the enemy were closing in on us, so we took a chance. We arrived in Rahain, and soon discovered what had happened to our friend. Belinda set off for revenge almost immediately, with a plan to infiltrate and then eliminate the leadership of the empire, and any who had participated in the murder of Nathaniel. The Holdfasts, in other words; and that was when we first heard of that name.’

      ‘Enough,’ said the Empress. ‘I need to think about this for a moment.’

      ‘Soon,’ said Daphne. ‘Now, Racine, listen carefully. You took my son Corthie to this place called Lostwell. How do we get there?’

      ‘A Quadrant,’ Racine said.

      The others glanced at each other in silence.

      ‘That’s why I broke in,’ Racine went on, ‘to get it, so I could escape this world. Agatha has led us to ruin, and I should have fled with Gorman the moment we recovered the Quadrant from you in Domm.’ She glared at them. ‘But I was greedy, and you killed him. I gave your son away for nothing, Daphne Holdfast, as a taster of what they could expect from this world, imagining I was going into business, transporting mortals with powers to the battlegrounds of Lostwell and beyond. I have no idea where your son is now, or even if he lives.’

      Daphne glanced at her daughter. ‘Go into her mind, and retrieve every detail of Lostwell that’s in there.’

      ‘But…’

      ‘Do it.’

      Karalyn nodded. She faced Racine and entered the archmage’s head. Inside, she could sense her frustration and rage about being compelled to speak. She went deeper, into her memories, and was almost overwhelmed by the breadth of them. It was as if Racine had lived hundreds of lives, in dozens of places, and they stretched so far back in time that the beginnings were lost in a haze of half-remembered snippets; a face, a voice, a scent.

      There was too much to take in, and she swam adrift in the vast ocean of Racine’s past. Focus, she told herself. She knew Racine had been in Lostwell before arriving on the Star Continent, so she concentrated her attention on recent memories. She saw her argue with Agatha and Witten, then, further back, her and Gorman setting off in a carriage for Kellach Brigdomin, and she smiled as she caught a glimpse of Lennox among the guards. She pushed further back, and came to a dark chamber, deep underground. In it sat all seven of the archmages; and on the faces of each was etched fear. Dull thuds were vibrating through the walls and ceiling, shaking dust loose from the stone blocks.

      ‘We have no choice,’ said Agatha. ‘We have to assume Nathaniel’s work was nearing completion. It is time to use the Quadrant.’

      Karalyn tried to focus on the location of the chamber relative to Colsbury, but her internal compass couldn’t fathom its direction. It was apart from the world of the Star Continent somehow.

      Through Racine’s eyes, she saw Agatha stand and raise the Quadrant in her left hand. With her right, she traced some of the symbols etched into the metal surface, and the device hummed into life.

      ‘Are we agreed?’ she said.

      ‘Yes,’ said Belinda.

      ‘Wait,’ said Witten; ‘what if we appear in the middle of nothingness? Will we be able to return?’

      ‘No,’ said Agatha, ‘we will die. But if the world Nathaniel made for us is ready, then we shall live as gods.’

      Her fingers touched the Quadrant again, and the gems glowed. The heavy stone walls of the underground chamber disappeared, replaced by a rough mountainside in the highlands of Rahain, and Karalyn felt her internal sense of direction restored. They had travelled without being in physical contact with each other, she noticed, and had done so by using the device manually.

      She withdrew from Racine, and saw that Daphne had moved round to the rear of the bound archmage.

      ‘Did you get everything you needed?’ her mother said.

      ‘Aye, I think so.’

      The Empress nodded.

      Her mother swung her drawn sword and slashed it horizontally, severing Racine’s head in one blow and spattering Karalyn with blood.

      ‘Fucksake, Daphne!’ cried Shella. ‘Warn me next time; this is my favourite nightshirt.’

      ‘We’re not taking any chances this time,’ she said. ‘Five down, two to go.’

      Karalyn said nothing as blood dripped from her hair and clothes. Racine’s head was lying three feet away, next to the boots of an armoured marine, the white hair smeared with red.

      ‘It had to be done,’ said the Empress, glancing at her.

      Daphne walked over and picked up the head. She placed a cloak around it and laid it by the dead archmage’s feet. She straightened, and gazed up at her daughter.

      ‘I know you disapprove, Kara-bear, but until the last of those monsters has gone from this world, we’ll never have peace. You heard what she said, they wanted the Star Continent as their plaything; somewhere to rule over us mere mortals.’

      ‘Somewhere they could live like gods,’ said Karalyn. ‘That’s what Agatha told them before they arrived here.’

      ‘Then you saw Lostwell?’

      ‘Aye, but what does it matter now? The Quadrant’s broken.’

      ‘Don’t give up,’ said Daphne. ‘We’ll get Corthie back, no matter what it takes; do you understand me?’

      She nodded.

      ‘Come on, then. Let’s get you cleaned up.’

      A marine opened the door, and Daphne led Karalyn through. Keir was standing by the door of the room he shared with Thorn.

      ‘What’s going on?’ he said. ‘Why was Kelsey running around like the place was on fire?’

      ‘Kelsey?’ said Daphne. ‘My dear, what are you talking about?’

      ‘She was just here, at my door,’ he said, ‘telling us to wake up.’ He glanced at Karalyn and frowned. ‘What happened to you?’

      ‘It’s not her blood,’ said Daphne. ‘Now, where did Kelsey go?’

      He pointed. ‘That way.’

      They walked down the hall, passing Keir as he stood and watched, then continued on, Karalyn keeping up with her mother. They were heading in the direction of her room, and all she wanted to do was to rip off the blood-soaked dressing gown and scrub herself clean.

      Ravi’s door was open, and as they passed, a raised voice rang out.

      ‘I think we’ve found Kelsey,’ Daphne said. She walked into the room, and Karalyn followed her. Ravi was sitting on a chair with a small table next to him, which had a puddle of drool on the surface. His eyes were bleary as if he had just awoken. Kelsey was standing a few feet away, pointing at him.

      ‘It was you, admit it!’ she cried.

      ‘Kelsey, dear,’ said Daphne. ‘Hush, please.’

      ‘Don’t hush me, mother,’ Kelsey said, her voice wavering, ‘Agatha’s breaking in. I heard mage powers at the gates to the bridge; someone is down there helping the archmages get in.’

      ‘Is this happening now?’ cried the Empress.

      ‘Aye,’ said Kelsey; ‘right now. A vision mage is communicating with Agatha; I can hear it.’

      The Empress spun on her feet. ‘Summon the officers,’ she cried to the nearest marines, ‘and wake up everyone on this floor; tell them Agatha’s at the gates.’

      She disappeared through the door as marines scattered to obey her commands.

      ‘But why are you in here?’ said Daphne.

      Kelsey pointed at Ravi. ‘Because this arsehole has gone and let Sable out of the dungeons.’

      Ravi leapt to his feet, his arms out-stretched. ‘Now, wait a minute…’

      ‘Is this true?’ said Daphne.

      ‘No!’ he cried. ‘Well, maybe. Yes.’

      Daphne lowered her eyes. ‘My duty now is to inform the Empress that our suspect is Sable Holdfast.’

      Karalyn put her hand on her mother’s arm. ‘Don’t go yet.’

      She sent her vision out of the Great Keep, and it hurtled up into the sky. The sound of vision powers being used rang clear to her from above the castle; Kelsey’s sensitivity must be sharper than hers, she thought, to have heard it through the yards of dense stone surrounding the keep. She raced down to the gatehouse, noticing bodies of militia guards littering the ground by the high gates. A lone figure, with a sword drawn, was standing by the gates, sliding aside the last bar that was keeping them locked. The woman hauled the gates open.

      Beyond stood Agatha and Witten, and behind them, the bridge was full of Rahain soldiers. Karalyn gazed at the face of the vision mage.

      ‘It’s not Sable,’ she said, pulling her vision back to her body.

      Her mother frowned as Ravi sighed and sank back into his chair.

      ‘Then who?’ said Kelsey.

      Karalyn felt exhaustion and despair tear at her heart. ‘Belinda.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 33

          

          

      

    

    







            Apotheosis

          

        

      

    

    
      Colsbury Castle, Republic of the Holdings – Year’s End 526

      Someone was shaking Thorn’s shoulder and calling her name.

      It felt like it was happening to another person, and her consciousness watched with a feeling akin to curiosity to see if the sleeping woman would respond. The blanket was pulled from the bed, and the voice became more urgent.

      Why was the woman not waking? Then it occurred to her. She was the woman, and she remembered why she didn’t want to wake up; for doing so would make it real, and she preferred her dreams to the nightmare of reality.

      ‘Acorn,’ her voice mumbled.

      ‘Thorn, get up,’ said Keir; ‘we’re running out of time.’

      She opened her eyes, but the light from the lamp was too bright.

      ‘You need to get dressed,’ Keir said; ‘we have to leave the Great Keep. Agatha’s inside the walls of the castle.’

      She noticed other voices apart from his. Voices that were echoing through from outside their room; some raised in fear, others calling out orders, while further away, there were cries of pain and terror.

      ‘Leave?’ she said.

      ‘Yes, now.’

      He pulled her arm, and she slid towards the side of the bed.

      ‘Come on!’ he cried, the frustration in his voice evident.

      ‘You go.’

      ‘I’m not leaving you; do you understand? We both go, or we stay and die together.’

      ‘I don’t mind dying.’

      ‘What’s wrong with you?’ he said, his voice low and cracking. ‘What happened to Acorn was terrible, but don’t give up. Please.’

      She opened her eyes again. Keir was blocking the light from the lamp, and she looked up into his eyes.

      ‘Why are you crying?’ she said.

      ‘I can’t bear seeing you despair like this,’ he said. ‘You’re a fighter, with a heart stronger than anyone else I know. If you give up, then I don’t want to carry on.’

      She tried to raise her head, but it was too heavy.

      ‘Don’t mind me,’ she said; ‘it’s just the dullweed speaking.’

      His eyes narrowed. ‘Dullweed? Where did you get dullweed?’

      ‘Ravi.’

      His features changed, and a look of rage came over him. ‘I’ll strangle that little prick. Stay here.’

      He raced out of the room, and she wondered if he had gone to murder the young Rakanese mage. She closed her eyes again, and was drifting off when Keir returned, the door slamming behind him.

      ‘Here,’ he said, thrusting something into her fingers. ‘Smoke this.’

      She didn’t move, so he lifted her hand and drew it up to her face; but her fingers were limp, and the weedstick fell onto the sheets. Keir swore, picked it up, and placed the end in her mouth. She tried to push his hand away, but he persisted, and she inhaled. She shot up onto her knees and vomited over the bed, expelling everything that had been in her stomach. Her head was ringing as if it were a struck bell, and within seconds a layer of sweat was covering her skin. She started to shake.

      ‘Sorry,’ said Keir. ‘Keenweed.’

      She glanced at him as her thoughts began to clear. ‘Help me stand.’

      He reached out his hand. She took it, and got to her feet by the bed. She glanced at the soiled sheets.

      ‘I’ll need to clean that up.’

      ‘No, you don’t,’ he said; ‘we need to run.’

      He went over to her rack of clothes and began throwing items to her. She pulled off her nightgown and began to dress as a splitting headache crept up on her. She sat, pulling on warm leggings and channelled her healing powers to each area of her body causing her pain. Except for her heart, she thought; nothing would fix the pain there.

      ‘I need to brush my hair,’ she said.

      ‘Leave it.’

      ‘I can’t go outside like this,’ she said, walking to her dressing table and sitting down. She picked up the brush, and tried to ignore the dark patches under her eyes, and the smudged remains of the previous day’s make-up. It was no good. Her reflection gazed back at her like a gaudy apparition. She picked up a towel, wet it in a bowl of water, and wiped her face clean. With a blue ribbon, she tied her hair back. That would have to do.

      She stood. ‘I’m ready.’

      Keir opened the door, and they went out into the hallway. It was quiet, with most of the noise now coming from the floors below.

      ‘Where has everyone gone?’ she said as they walked towards the stairs.

      ‘They’re all fleeing.’

      ‘But where? Are we using the Quadrant to escape?’

      He glanced at her. ‘It’s broken.’

      ‘Oh.’

      They carried on through the deserted hallway.

      ‘Then we should be fighting,’ she said, ‘not running.’

      He gave a rough smile. ‘No doubt, we’ll end up doing a bit of both.’

      ‘I feel like I’m still dreaming,’ she said. ‘How did Agatha break in?’

      ‘I’m not entirely sure of the details,’ he said, ‘but I think it was Belinda.’

      ‘She betrayed us?’

      ‘That’s what I heard my mother shouting.’

      They reached the stairs, and Keir picked up his pace, bounding down the steps as she followed. Daphne and Kelsey were standing on the landing of the floor below.

      ‘What the fuck took you?’ cried Kelsey.

      ‘I was just about to go back upstairs,’ Daphne said.

      ‘I had trouble waking Thorn,’ Keir said. ‘Ravi gave her dullweed.’

      Daphne narrowed her eyes. ‘Of all the stupid… Never mind, you’re here now.’

      She hurried down the next flight of stairs and the others ran after her.

      ‘Dullweed?’ said Kelsey as they descended. ‘What was it like?’

      Thorn glanced at her. ‘Enough to block out my sister’s death for a few hours.’

      Kelsey’s eyes fell. ‘Sorry.’

      The ground floor at the bottom of the last flight was crowded with Rakanese refugees and displaced villagers. Marines were blocking the main entrance to the Great Keep, and the crowd was beginning to panic. A roar of noise was coming from outside the gates.

      Daphne turned to Kelsey and Thorn. ‘This is where we leave you.’

      ‘What?’ said Thorn ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘Keir and I are off to join the fight in the marshalling yard. The Rahain have occupied the entire section from the gatehouse to the Summer Palace, and Agatha is advancing.’

      ‘And where are we to go?’ said Kelsey.

      Daphne leaned forward. ‘The gardens,’ she whispered; ‘that’s where Lennox and the others are. Meet them there, and we’ll see you afterwards.’

      ‘No,’ said Thorn. ‘Where Keir goes, I go. I’m not a helpless victim, needing to be protected while others fight in my place.’

      ‘I know that,’ said Daphne. ‘I’m sending you, a Holdfast, to the gardens to defend those unable to defend themselves. I trust you, Thorn, and I know that you’ll do whatever it takes to keep them safe. Now go.’

      Thorn glanced at Keir. From his eyes she could see he was in pain, and they kissed.

      ‘Be safe,’ she whispered to him.

      ‘And you, my beautiful wife.’

      Daphne nodded to her, and led Keir away through the throng of civilians towards the gates. Thorn watched Keir move among the crowd, a foot taller than the Holdings and Rakanese refugees.

      Kelsey took her hand. ‘Come on.’

      They turned away from the crowd, and ran through the quieter back corridors towards a tunnel that led to the Lesser Keep. The way was deserted, and they emerged into the open air by a gate leading to the Royal Gardens. They slipped through, and entered an orchard, the trees bereft of their leaves, though the first buds of new life were appearing along the tips of their branches. They headed for the central fountain, and saw a small group gathered by it, their figures lit by the dim light of the approaching dawn.

      ‘You waited for us, then?’ said Kelsey.

      Lennox turned. He had Kyra strapped to his chest in a holder, while Cael was sleeping in his arms. Next to him, Jemma was sitting on the lip of the fountain with Cole on her knee, while Ravi lurked close by, smoking. On the path stood the three servants from the Holdfast mansion in Plateau City, with Nadia on her own a few paces away. A small escort of marines, including Carrie, was stationed by the trees to their left.

      ‘Can either of you swim?’ said Lennox.

      ‘Is that what we’re doing?’ said Kelsey as they approached. ‘We’re going to swim across the lake?’

      Lennox handed Cael to her. ‘No. Dozens of Rahain rafts and barges have piled up against the shore of the island. If we can make it to the harbour, we might be able to retrieve some that we can use.’

      ‘I can swim,’ said Thorn.

      He nodded. ‘Good.’

      ‘Where is the Empress?’

      ‘With Karalyn, Daphne and the others,’ he said; ‘fighting the last two archmages.’

      ‘Two? There were three when I came down from the roof of the keep.’

      ‘We got Racine.’

      Her eyes widened, then she remembered something that Keir told her. ‘I heard about Belinda.’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘Bitch,’ said Kelsey.

      ‘It’s a tragedy,’ said Lennox. ‘We all trusted her; Karalyn loved her.’

      ‘Aye? Well I hope mother puts a sword through her head.’

      Lennox motioned to the others. ‘Let’s go. Stick together.’ He led them to the marines by the trees. ‘Take us to the harbour, Carrie.’

      The marines moved off through the trees, and the others followed. Thorn walked by Lennox, keeping her eyes on the dark woodlands around them. The noise of the battle in the marshalling yard was filtering over from beyond the two keeps, and the sky was lit up by flashes of fire.

      ‘My husband and your wife are fighting so we can escape,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t seem right.’

      ‘The children need protected.’

      ‘What about the rest of the refugees?’ said Kelsey, carrying Cael awkwardly in her arms. ‘Are we just going to abandon them?’

      ‘It’s us the archmages are after,’ said Lennox. ‘The civilians will be safe if they stay in the Great Keep until it’s all over.’

      ‘And how is it going to end?’ said Thorn.

      ‘With us at the bottom of the lake, by the sound of it,’ said Kelsey.

      More marines were posted at the far end of the gardens where they led onto the courtyard by the harbour, and Thorn saw Carrie exchange glances with Lennox as they approached. The two groups of marines joined together, and one of them hauled the gates open. The yard outside was in chaos. Rahain soldiers had already reached the entrance to the harbour, and were driving back the few militia that were in their way. Off to the left, by the base of the Spire, a mass of Rahain were charging a smaller group, and Thorn could see Keir and Karalyn among their number. Fires were raging through the marshalling yard, and the front of the palace was in flames.

      ‘Clear a way to the harbour,’ Lennox cried, his arms up to shield Kyra on his chest.

      Carrie nodded, and sent her squads out from the gates of the Royal Gardens. They slammed into the Rahain soldiers in the yard, cutting them down. Thorn raised her hand as a line of soldiers lifted their crossbows to loose, and they fell, clutching their throats as death took them. Lennox stepped out into the yard, and gestured for the others to follow. Kelsey and Jemma, each carrying a child, stayed close to Lennox’s right, and Thorn stuck to his left. A fireball landed twenty feet away, striking a tool shed, and obliterating it in a roar of flames and flying debris. Cole was whimpering as he clung to his mother’s waist, and both of the twins were wailing and squirming.

      ‘Keep moving,’ Lennox said, his eyes darting over to the Spire, where the centre of the battle was raging.

      ‘Look out!’ cried Thorn, as another fireball came down, aimed directly at them.

      Lennox pushed Kelsey and Jemma away, sending them flying to the ground, then raised his hand, and at the last second the fireball shifted to the left, smashing into the high wall that surrounded the gardens. The force of the explosion threw Thorn backwards, and she fell against the cobbles as a cloud of dust covered them.

      Blinded and deafened, she gasped, choking as she struggled to her knees. Fragments of masonry were lying scattered across the ground, along with smears of blood. She found Kelsey, still clutching Cael. She placed a hand on each.

      They were fine. Kelsey coughed as she opened her eyes, and Thorn moved on, crawling through the cloud of dust. She heard a cry, and saw Jemma, her left leg bent; and two inches of bone showing below the knee. Cole was crying on the ground next to her, his hands grasping his mother’s hair.

      ‘It’s alright,’ Thorn said, placing a hand on Jemma’s head to ease her pain. She remembered her training from the hospital in Rainsby, and moved down to her leg. With a firm but tender touch, she pulled Jemma’s lower leg back into position, then pressed the bone beneath the flesh. She placed her blood-soaked hands on the skin of Jemma’s leg, and filled it with healing, feeling the bone knit back together and the wound close.

      ‘Thorn!’

      She glanced up, noticing that the cloud of dust had lifted. To her left lay two of the servants from Plateau City, their bodies half-covered by blocks from the damaged wall.

      ‘Over here,’ cried Kelsey.

      Thorn turned. Kelsey was crouching beside Lennox, who was lying on the cobbles, Kyra still strapped to his chest. Cael was struggling in Kelsey’s grip as the young woman stared at Lennox. Behind them, detachments of Rahain soldiers were running across the yard, fanning out in their direction. Thorn hurried over the cobbles. The approaching soldiers caught sight of her and several slowed to aim their crossbows.

      She raised her hands, and sent her power out in a great wave, killing the advancing soldiers. Dozens fell; hundreds, until the harbour end of the marshalling yard was carpeted in a layer of Rahain corpses. The remaining Rahain pulled back in disarray, retreating towards the Great Keep and the Summer Palace.

      Thorn knelt by Lennox. She took a breath, and looked down. The side of his head was covered in blood; his black hair matted and sticky. She took his hand, but it was cold and limp; and she could sense no life within.

      She started to cry, feeling tears roll down her cheeks as she clasped his hand. Then she remembered his baby daughter, and made herself stop. Grief could wait. She glanced up. On his chest, Kyra lay injured, a fragment of rock from the exploding wall having pierced her skin and embedded itself in her chest.

      She lifted her hand, and touched the child’s face. She had never tried to heal anyone so young before, and felt for the faint life signs that pulsed through her. She eased her pain, then sent her power into the wound, healing the ripped flesh, which began to push the stone fragment out. Thorn concentrated, giving all of her focus to the child, until, slowly, the fragment made its way to the surface and fell onto the cobbles.

      Kyra awoke and stared into Thorn’s eyes. The soulwitch froze as a wave of emotions bombarded her from the child. Paralysed, Thorn felt Kyra penetrate her mind, filling it utterly; the raw emotions magnified like thunder. It ceased, and Thorn fell to the ground, panting. She heard boots approach, and opened her eyes.

      There was a scream, and Karalyn appeared at Lennox’s side, her cries of grief and torment ripping through Thorn’s ears.

      ‘Get them all to the Spire!’ cried a voice.

      Thorn felt strong arms lift her by the shoulder. She struggled, then realised it was Keir.

      ‘We need to get inside before Agatha comes back,’ he cried.

      She looked back as Keir led her away, his hand round her shoulder. Daphne was pulling Karalyn’s hands from Lennox, while Shella had taken Kyra, and was holding the child to her chest. Kelsey and Jemma were already running towards the Spire, as were the others who had survived the explosion. They crossed the thick carpet of Rahain dead, then reached the base of the tall tower. The ground was spattered with blood and more Rahain lay dead close by, as well as several marines and militia.

      ‘Wait,’ cried Thorn, ‘if we go in there, we’ll never get out. We’ll be trapped.’

      ‘There’s nowhere else to hide,’ said Keir as they ran through the entranceway. The circular ground floor of the Spire was filled with marines and militia. An officer was standing by a stairwell.

      ‘Upstairs, sir, ma’am,’ he said to Keir and Thorn.

      As they crossed the floor, Thorn heard others run into the Spire behind her. They reached the stairs and began to climb. Thorn looked back. More were piling through the entrance, barging their way into the Spire. The last to enter was Daphne, and then the heavy doors were closed with a clang.
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        * * *

      

      Space was found for Keir and Thorn on the third floor, and they rested, each drained by their experiences in the marshalling yard. Thorn wept the entire time, hiding her face in Keir’s shoulder. The image of Lennox lying dead had joined that of her sister. It had been her job to protect him and the others, and she had failed. She knew she needed to speak to Karalyn, to tell her how sorry she was that she hadn’t been able to save him, but dreaded it.

      She lifted her head and glanced around, getting her bearings for the first time. They had ascended two sets of stairs, and were sitting on the rug by the wall of a beautiful state room, its furniture and tapestries covered with dust-sheets. There were slit windows spaced out along the wall, and marines were standing by them, their eyes on the outside. She looked around, and saw Ravi and Nadia, and Carrie, who was being comforted by another marine as she wept openly.

      She stood, leaving Keir half-sleeping on the floor, and approached Ravi. He was sitting cross-legged on the floor, covered in dust, his hands shaking.

      ‘Where’s Daphne?’ she said.

      He stared at her.

      ‘He’s still deaf from the explosion,’ said Nadia. ‘Holder Fast is upstairs, with the Empress.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      She walked to the base of an iron spiral staircase, and the marine on duty at the bottom moved aside to let her pass. She climbed the steps, her feet heavy as she thought about what she was doing. She reached the top, and saw the Empress, Shella and Daphne sitting in silence next to Karalyn, who was crying, her head in her hands.

      Thorn approached, but they didn’t notice. ‘I’m sorry.’

      Daphne glanced over, then got to her feet and embraced Thorn, squeezing her with her good arm.

      ‘Thank you for saving my grand-daughter,’ she said.

      ‘But I couldn’t save Lennox,’ she said. ‘I wasted my energy killing those Rahain, and I had none left to bring him back.’

      ‘Killing those Rahain saved us all,’ said Daphne, fixing her gaze on her. ‘The archmages were smothering our mage powers, and we were almost overwhelmed when you intervened.’

      ‘What does it matter?’ Thorn cried. ‘We’re trapped in here; we’re never getting out alive.’

      ‘Hush, girl,’ said the Empress from the couch. ‘There’s always hope. In this tower are the finest mages the Star Continent has left to offer; together we can still win.’

      Thorn took a breath. The Empress was right; she needed to regain her composure. If this was their last day, then she would face the end with serenity.

      ‘Apologies, your Majesty,’ she said, wiping the tears from her face. She glanced around. ‘Where are the children?’

      ‘Upstairs with Kelsey and Jemma,’ said Daphne.

      ‘And Calder?’

      ‘We don’t know. He was last seen by the gates of the palace.’

      ‘I saw Ravi’s disgusting stuff plastered to the outside walls; does that mean the Spire is protected from the archmages’ powers?’

      ‘Aye,’ said the Empress. ‘See? Things aren’t as grim as they seem.’

      There was a scream from the floor above.

      Daphne and Shella raced to the stairs, the Empress a few steps behind. Thorn remained where she was for a moment, then went to sit by Karalyn, taking her hand.

      ‘I’m so sorry. Lennox loved you with all his heart. When I first met him, I… hated him. But slowly I learned that what he did in Rainsby that day wasn’t the real him; that he was a good man, whose last action was to save the lives of those he was protecting.’

      Karalyn squeezed her hand, but said nothing, her head lowered.

      ‘I’m sorry for intruding,’ came a voice.

      Thorn looked up and saw Nadia stand before her.

      ‘I need to speak to you, Karalyn Holdfast,’ Nadia went on.

      ‘Not now,’ said Thorn.

      ‘The Rahain are surrounding this tower, girl, and I overhead the marines talk about a ram being brought forward. If not now, then it’ll be too late.’ She took a step closer. ‘Unwittingly or not, Karalyn, you are following a path that has been walked before. You have gathered mages; you have brought together all the differing types; fire, vision, flow, stone and life. You are not the first to have done so. I read every book in my daughter’s study, including a work she herself had started, based on a selection of scrolls she had read, describing in detail what the mad, old Emperor had done. He failed, Karalyn. You don’t have to.’

      Thorn watched as Karalyn said nothing. Nadia stood in silence for a moment, then there were more cries from the floor above. Shella appeared at the top of the spiral staircase, then Daphne. They were gripping the body of someone between them, keeping her arms held tight as they descended. They released her with a few steps to go, and Sable tumbled headfirst to the floor.

      Thorn jumped to her feet, raising her hand in readiness.

      ‘Hold on,’ Sable cried, lifting her arm to protect her face.

      ‘Look who we found,’ said Shella, ‘skulking in a cupboard.’

      ‘What was the cry we heard?’ said Thorn.

      ‘The twins sensed her,’ said Daphne.

      ‘A useful skill,’ said Thorn, remembering what Kyra had done to her mind earlier. ‘What shall we do with her?’

      ‘I can help,’ Sable said, scrambling to her feet and backing away from the others; ‘I can fight. Give me a sword and I’ll kill at least one archmage before we die.’

      ‘Sit down and shut up,’ said the Empress as she arrived at the bottom of the iron steps. She turned to Daphne. ‘I’m going downstairs to oversee the defences.’

      Sable edged across the room, and sat gingerly on the edge of a covered armchair as the Empress descended the stairs. Keir passed her on the way, and strode into the room, looking exhausted. He saw Thorn and approached.

      ‘I need to fight again,’ he said; ‘the Rahain have a ram.’ He noticed his sister on the couch, and walked over. He went down to one knee before her. ‘I’m sorry about Lennox. I know it doesn’t make it any better, but I’m sorry.’

      ‘Lennox is dead?’ said Sable.

      Keir turned to her, glowering. ‘I don’t know you, but I know you’re trouble.’

      ‘I liked Lennox,’ she said; ‘he was a decent fire mage.’

      ‘Shut up,’ cried Thorn. ‘No one cares what you have to say; it was you that led him that day in Rainsby.’

      ‘Led him?’ Sable said. She lit a cigarette. ‘You could say that, I suppose. He did need a little encouragement.’

      Karalyn glanced up. ‘What did you say?’

      ‘He was weak,’ Sable said, her eyes caught in Karalyn’s gaze; ‘he would never have done it on his own, so I… made him do it. I went into his head, ramped his rage up to a frenzy, told him to kill everyone, and pointed him at the harbour. He was a glory to behold.’

      Karalyn screamed and sprang from the couch, her hands outstretched as she flew toward Sable. When she was a yard away Sable made a choking noise, and the tip of a sword burst from her chest. Blood pooled from her lips, and she slid to the ground. Behind her stood Nadia, the bloody sword in her hands.

      ‘For my daughter,’ she said.

      Karalyn stared at Sable. Blood was seeping through the front of the leather breastplate she had strapped around her, and the light in her eyes was fading. Daphne walked over and stood by Karalyn.

      ‘She may have been a Holdfast,’ she said, clasping Karalyn’s hand, ‘but I’ll not mourn her.’

      ‘She made Lennox do it.’

      ‘Yes.’

      Karalyn closed her eyes for a long moment, then turned to Thorn. ‘I know what we have to do. Thorn, save her; save Sable.’

      ‘No!’ cried Nadia, raising the sword. ‘She killed Nyane; she must be punished.’

      Karalyn raised a hand towards the old woman, who dropped the sword and sat down, then she gestured to Thorn. ‘Do it.’

      The soulwitch glanced at the faces in the room, then crouched down by the body of Sable. She laid a hand on her brow, and reached out for the injury. She would die in a few minutes if not helped, but Thorn didn’t want to help her. She remembered the face of her best friend from her youth in Greyfalls Deepen, and how Sable had killed her for speaking too loudly. But Karalyn had asked her, and though she didn’t understand the reasons, she had to hope the dream mage knew what she was doing.

      She sent her powers into Sable, healing the damage caused by the sword, and closing up the wound. Sable sat up, her eyes wide, her hand clutching where the injury had been. She stared round the room.

      ‘Thank you, Thorn,’ said Karalyn. ‘Now I just need Ravi.’

      ‘I’ll get him,’ said Shella, eyeing Karalyn with suspicion.

      ‘Sable, take a seat.’

      The young vision mage stood, and dropped back into her armchair. ‘You saved me.’

      Karalyn glanced at her. ‘We’ll see.’

      There was a rumble from the floors below, and raised voices drifted up the stairs. Daphne strode to a window. ‘They’re battering the doors in.’

      ‘I should get down there,’ Keir said. ‘If they break through into the ground floor, nothing will stop them.’

      ‘Patience, son,’ Daphne said. ‘Karalyn knows what she’s doing.’

      She glanced at her mother. ‘Do I?’

      Daphne smiled. ‘I sincerely hope so, Kara-bear.’

      Karalyn began to pace up and down, her fingers clasped together. Her eyes looked wild, as if she had caught hold of something dangerous and was struggling to control it. Thorn sat down on the couch, and Keir joined her.

      ‘What’s she doing?’ Thorn whispered.

      ‘I don’t know, but whatever it is, it needs to be quick.’

      There was another crashing noise from the floors below; the sound of wood splintering and cracking.

      ‘Here he is,’ said Shella, appearing at the top of the stairs with Ravi, who was glancing around as if suspected of a crime.

      ‘Sit, both of you,’ said Karalyn.

      ‘Are we escaping?’ said Ravi as he shuffled to a seat. ‘Is that why we’re here? Are we using the Quadrant to run away?’

      ‘No, Ravi,’ said Daphne. ‘There’s no way out.’

      His eyes widened and he began to tremble.

      Daphne glanced over at her daughter. ‘Is that everyone?’

      Karalyn nodded.

      ‘Are you going to tell us what’s happening?’ said Keir. ‘Agatha will be through the doors any moment.’

      ‘I know,’ said Nadia.

      All eyes turned to the old Rahain woman.

      ‘Nineteen years ago,’ Nadia went on, ‘the old Emperor tried to escape this world. To do so, he summoned or captured mages of different kinds from all over the empire; it was the only way to attain the level of power necessary.’

      ‘But he failed,’ said Shella; ‘Daphne and I were there; we saw it.’

      ‘He failed because Karalyn interrupted him,’ Nadia said. ‘Her dream powers cut off his strength for a short moment, but it was enough to allow Keira time to destroy him. This time, the dream mage is on our side.’

      ‘You’re forgetting one tiny detail,’ said Shella. ‘I was present at two attempts by that mad bastard. Karalyn may have stopped him the second time, but during the first, all of the other mages were killed during the ritual. The Emperor drained their lives to take their power; I felt him drain mine, and it was only because of Kalayne that I survived. I’m not going through that a third time.’

      ‘The Emperor didn’t care about the lives of the mages he was using,’ Karalyn said. ‘I do.’

      A tremendous crash echoed up from downstairs, and the volume of noise increased, with screams and cries mingling with the sound of steel.

      ‘Shella, my dear friend,’ said Daphne. ‘We are close to death; please do not refuse what may be our last chance.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter if she refuses,’ said Karalyn, her eyes darkening. ‘I intend to compel you all.’

      Shella opened her mouth to respond, and Karalyn locked her gaze. The Rakanese mage froze for a second, then sat, her hands placed on her lap.

      ‘Damn you, Holdfast,’ she muttered.

      ‘Damn me if it doesn’t work,’ said Karalyn. She glanced round at the mages sitting on the covered seats. ‘Mother, stand by the stairs; you’re my last line of defence.’

      Daphne drew her sword.

      ‘I should do it,’ said Keir. ‘I’ll burn any Rahain that approaches.’

      Karalyn smiled. ‘No, I need a fire mage.’ She looked at the others. ‘And a stone mage, clay and flow mages, a vision mage and a soulwitch.’

      Shella glared at her. ‘You’re missing a sparker.’

      ‘No,’ she said, ‘I’m not. Keir is one, though he doesn’t even know it.’

      ‘What?’ he said.

      ‘I saw it in your mind when I removed the block. Try it.’

      Her brother raised his left hand. ‘What do I do?’

      ‘Hold on,’ she said, going into his mind. She found his powers, and pointed his consciousness at the trigger for sparking. White lightning sparked across his palm, and he laughed.

      Karalyn turned to Shella. ‘Any other questions?’

      ‘Fuck you.’

      Daphne turned her face from the stairs as the noise from below grew louder. ‘They’ve taken the ground floor.’

      Karalyn nodded. ‘It’s time.’ She raised her hands. Thorn felt the dream mage’s mind enter her own, and her body froze to the couch. She could still see, but her vision seemed to be looking out from Karalyn’s eyes. Next to her, she felt the consciousness of the other mages join her in Karalyn’s mind; Keir, Ravi, Nadia, Shella, Sable and herself. All were paralysed, and under Karalyn’s control. Her strength started to grow as she tapped into each of the mages, pulling their powers into herself. She seemed to grow in stature, energy floating round her like a cloud of living sparks, whirling and spinning. In the distance, Thorn was aware of motion within the room, as Daphne fended off attacks from the stairs. A crossbow bolt flew past her head, embedding itself in the wooden ceiling. Upstairs, the children were crying as the sounds of violence approached, and Thorn could sense the raw fear coming from the twins, as if their minds were joining the others within Karalyn.

      She felt Karalyn smile, her power thrumming like a plucked harp string. Thorn panicked for a moment, feeling like she was drowning, but clung on. Ravi started to weaken, and Karalyn adjusted the balance of powers to keep him going. For a moment she bathed in her strength, revelling in it, feeling like a god.

      Her mother was struck by a crossbow bolt and fell to the floor. She scrambled to her knees, the sword still clutched in her right hand as Rahain soldiers spilled up the stairs; forming a line, aiming their crossbows at the mages.

      Karalyn glanced at them, and their heads disintegrated in a dull explosion of blood and skull fragments, showering her mother with gore. The dream mage’s vision went to the stairs, pulling the minds of Thorn and the other with it, and the soulwitch watched as Karalyn frowned. She raised a finger, and every Rahain on the stairs died, their bodies falling like autumn leaves. She saw Carrie, fighting alongside the last surviving marines on the first floor, protecting their Empress with their backs to the wall. With a glance, every enemy soldier within the Spire collapsed, their hearts stopped. Carrie and the marines gazed around, their mouths open, as Karalyn moved on. Her vision went through the ground floor of the tower, passing the heaps of dead, then through the smashed door into the marshalling yard.

      Thousands of Rahain soldiers were gathered there, waiting their chance to enter the Spire. Among them, Thorn saw Agatha and Witten, standing back, their eyes troubled, as if realising that something was wrong.

      Karalyn gazed at the massed soldiers. So much hatred and fear. Peasants, torn from their homes and families, given a weapon and sent off to kill and destroy. She should pity them, but she didn’t.

      She lifted a finger, and every Rahain soldier within the walls of Colsbury died, falling like scythed wheat, their open eyes staring at the blue sky above as the first rays of the morning sun broke over the mountains to the east, bathing the corpses in the glow of the new day. Karalyn reached out further, finding and killing every Rahain soldier that remained on the mainland, from guards posted by the bridge, to the injured in their sick beds, leaving a trail of dead that covered the ground; the village streets carpeted with bodies.

      She turned to Agatha and Witten. She raised a hand, and the bodies of the archmages rose into the air, held by her power. Agatha tried to free herself, but her strength was like that of an insect compared to Karalyn. The dream mage sent power into them, and they glowed for a second, then blew apart in a roar of blood and flesh; their bodies bursting into a thousand pieces.

      This world was never yours.

      She turned south, but noticed someone crouching by the gates to the bridge. Her vision turned, and saw it was Belinda. The young woman was curled up into a ball by the open gates, weeping. Karalyn appeared in front of her.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Belinda said, tears streaming down her face. ‘I made a terrible mistake.’

      Thorn felt the emotions of the other mages within Karalyn’s mind, clamouring for the death of the renegade archmage, but the dream mage was gazing at her with pity. She turned, leaving Belinda where she was, and gazed at the mountains to the south.

      Plateau City.

      In an instant, they were there, looking down at the vast city from the roof of the Great Fortress. Below them, the parklands of Duncan Gardens were filled with the tents of the occupying Rahain army. Most of the soldiers were still sleeping in the early dawn, their bodies packing the tents. Karalyn raised a hand, and death befell them in a single moment, their living, breathing bodies rendered lifeless and empty, a last, deep sigh signalling the end for thousands in a moment.

      Thorn felt her energy ebb, and her vision grew faint.

      It is done.

      They returned to the Spire, and Karalyn relaxed her hold on them.

      Thorn slid from the couch onto the floor, oblivion consuming her mind; exhaustion her body.
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      Colsbury Castle, Republic of the Holdings – Year’s End 526

      ‘Supper time!’ his father yelled up the stairs in the direction of the children’s bedrooms.

      Keir stubbed out a cigarette, then thrust a mint leaf into his mouth and started chewing.

      ‘He’ll smell it off your clothes, ya numpty,’ said Kelsey, watching him.

      ‘Shut up, brat.’

      They walked to the door and went out into the hallway, where they had to step aside as Corthie barrelled his way past them.

      ‘Clumsy oaf,’ muttered Kelsey.

      Corthie turned as he reached the top of the stairs, grinning. ‘Sorry!’

      ‘Why is our brother so stupid?’

      ‘Takes after you,’ said Keir as they began descending the steps to the ground floor.

      They walked to the mansion’s grand dining room, where they always ate whenever the whole family was together. A servant opened the door and they entered. Karalyn was sitting bemused as Corthie regaled her with a story about what he had been up to that day, and Keir took a seat. At the end of the table, his parents were talking quietly. His father laughed, then embraced his mother, and they kissed.

      ‘Eww,’ said Kelsey as she sat. ‘Revolting. Must they do that here? I think I’ve just lost my appetite.’

      Keir smiled, then paused. Something was wrong. He looked from face to face, listening to the sound of his family laughing and chatting. How could anything be wrong?

      The trouble was, his family had never been like that. Not once, throughout his entire life, could he remember all six of them sitting in the same room getting along with each other.

      And now they never would.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Stormwitch,’ said a gentle voice in his ear.

      Fingers touched his cheek, and he awoke. His powers were still weak and reduced, but there was no pain, and he opened his eyes. He was in the state room in the Spire, lying on the varnished wooden floor. He took Thorn’s hand and sat. They stared at each other for a moment, saying nothing, then their arms went round each other and he held her tight.

      ‘Thorn,’ gasped a voice.

      They turned, and saw Daphne Holdfast. She had propped herself up against the wall by the top of the stairs, a dozen dead Rahain littering the floorboards nearby. Her right hand was clutching a wound above her waist, while a red-stained crossbow bolt lay discarded by her legs. Thorn began to get to her feet, but Karalyn strode past them. She walked up to her mother, crouched beside her, and placed a hand on her waist.

      Daphne spasmed for a moment, then gasped. ‘You healed me; how?’

      ‘I still have the powers of the other mages within me.’

      The Empress appeared at the top of the stairs, Carrie and some other marines following.

      ‘Late to the party again, Bridget?’ Shella said.

      The Empress smiled. ‘I guessed there would be some ungodly magery taking place, and to be honest I preferred to take my chances with the marines.’ She glanced around. ‘Everyone still alive?’

      ‘Everyone except the Rahain,’ said Shella. ‘Apart from Nadia. Obviously.’

      Karalyn walked her mother to the couch and they sat as Kelsey stepped down from the upper floor.

      ‘Jemma and I watched from the window,’ she said. ‘How did it happen? One minute there were thousands of Rahain soldiers down there, and the next, they were dead. And the archmages…’

      Keir stood. ‘Our sister did it. She destroyed them.’

      ‘She was like a god,’ said Thorn.

      Kelsey raised an eyebrow. ‘Karalyn killed all those people? Our Karalyn?’

      ‘I did,’ she said.

      Every eye turned to Karalyn.

      ‘The war is over,’ she said; ‘we won.’

      The chamber stilled into silence for a moment, then Daphne burst into tears. Keir rushed to her side as Karalyn faced her.

      ‘We won, mother,’ Keir said, crouching by her knee; ‘why are you crying?’

      ‘Because now I know,’ she said; ‘I’ll never see Corthie again.’

      ‘But Ravi might be able to fix the Quadrant.’

      ‘I’ll certainly try,’ said the Rakanese mage.

      Karalyn stood. ‘I’m going to see the twins.’

      ‘Bring them down here,’ said Daphne; ‘I want to hold them.’

      Her daughter nodded, then walked to the stairs.

      ‘Let’s get back to work, everyone,’ said the Empress, ‘and give the Holdfasts some privacy; besides, we’ve a lot to clean up.’ She paused, and nodded to Carrie. ‘And take Miss Sable Holdfast back into custody.’

      ‘Aye, your Majesty.’

      Shella frowned. ‘You’d best send someone to collect Belinda as well. She’s by the gatehouse.’

      The Empress narrowed her eyes. ‘She survived the carnage outside?’

      ‘Karalyn spared her,’ said Keir.

      ‘She was sorry,’ said Thorn. ‘I… we could feel the remorse in her.’

      ‘Why are you sticking up for her?’ said Kelsey.

      ‘She did a terrible thing, I know that; but she’s like a child.’

      The Empress frowned. ‘Fine. Lieutenant, please send a squad to the gatehouse to arrest Belinda. Put her in with Sable. Separate cells, no, separate wings of the dungeon. The last thing we want is for those two to get together.’

      Keir turned to Thorn as the Empress also descended the stairs. ‘What do we do now?’

      She smiled. ‘Help with the clean up.’
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        * * *

      

      Lennox was buried in the gardens next to Darine a few hours after dawn. Calder and Acorn’s bodies were also laid to rest, along with the marines and militia that had fallen in the battle for Colsbury, transforming a corner of the Royal Gardens into a freshly-dug cemetery. Karalyn, Daphne and Carrie had been distraught throughout the short gathering held for Lennox; and Keir had clasped Thorn’s hand as she had wept beside him.

      The work to clear the Rahain bodies was unending, and every fit and able-bodied villager and refugee was employed in the work. The dead were cremated in giant bonfires, with broken-up flying carriages used as fuel for the pyres. The Summer Palace had been gutted by fire, but the two keeps were still intact, and when they returned from their day’s work, Keir and Thorn found their room much as they had left it.

      Thorn glanced at the bed as Keir rummaged in a bag for cigarettes.

      ‘Who was sick on the bed?’

      He glanced at her. ‘You.’

      ‘I don’t remember that.’

      ‘You wouldn’t. You were gone on dullweed.’

      Her face fell and she stood in silence for a moment. ‘Was that this morning? Did Acorn really only die last night?’

      Keir stood, and began stripping the bed. ‘You rest,’ he said; ‘I’ll take care of this.’

      There was no heating, so they cleaned themselves in cold water, and dressed in fresh clothes.

      ‘I wonder if Kelsey’s still looking after the children?’ said Thorn as she brushed her hair. ‘She seemed a little put out.’

      Keir frowned from a chair by the window as he smoked. ‘She was up there to protect the children from the archmages’ powers, not because anyone thought she was useless.’

      ‘Maybe someone should tell her that. Talking about the children, it’s great that your son made it through unscathed.’

      ‘Yeah. I saw you heal Jemma after the explosion.’

      ‘Did you think I was going to leave her injured?’

      ‘No. After all we’ve been through, though, I want to tell you something.’

      She put down the brush and turned to face him.

      ‘I think it’s time I got to know Cole a bit better.’

      Thorn said nothing.

      ‘I know this must be hard for you to hear,’ he went on, ‘but I’m his father. Jemma and I will never get on; she loathes me, but I owe it to Cole and myself to try.’

      ‘I knew this day would come.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, as she turned back to the mirror, and began brushing her hair again. He stared at her for a moment, hating himself for hurting her, but he knew he had to try to do the right thing. Lennox was idolised as a fallen hero in the eyes of many, including his wife, Thorn; while Keir had fought and done his best, and everyone still thought of him as a boy. He needed to be a man, for others to see him as one, and for that to happen, he needed to accept his responsibility towards Cole.

      There was a rap on the door. ‘It’s me.’

      ‘Kelsey?’

      ‘Aye. I’m coming in, by the way; do I need to close my eyes?’

      ‘No.’

      She opened the door and entered.

      ‘Karalyn wants us,’ she said. ‘She wants everyone to go down to the gardens.’

      Keir and Thorn glanced at each other.

      ‘Sure,’ he said. He reached for his boots.

      ‘Do you not want to know what for?’

      ‘No. If Karalyn wants us, we’ll be there.’

      ‘I don’t know what it’s for.’

      ‘Then why did you…? Never mind.’ He laced up his boots and grabbed a blue cloak as Thorn rose from the dressing table.

      ‘I’m not quite ready,’ she said, as Keir placed the cloak over her shoulders; ‘but it’ll have to suffice.’

      Kelsey rolled her eyes and they left the room. The Great Keep had been cleaned up, but as the Rahain had only occupied the ground level, the damage was slight. They passed through the main entrance, nodding to the pair of marines on duty.

      The gate to the gardens was open, and they walked into the orchards. To their left, the sun was approaching the tops of the mountains, where snow remained on only the highest peaks. The area by the fountain was busy with people. The Empress was standing talking to Ravi and Shella, her stature towering over the two Rakanese, while Bridget’s children were with Jemma and Tabitha, the sole surviving servant from the townhouse in Plateau City.

      Karalyn was standing by the edge of the fountain, a pram by her side. She was gazing at the twins, her eyes welling. Keir approached her, with Thorn and Kelsey close by.

      ‘Sister,’ he said; ‘what can I do to help?’

      The dream mage raised her eyes, and for a moment glanced at Keir and Thorn.

      ‘There’s something I…’ she said, her words almost a whisper.

      ‘Are you alright?’ said Thorn.

      Karalyn nodded, and took a breath. She raised her hand and everyone present quietened.

      ‘There’s something I have to say,’ she said, her voice clear in the fading light; ‘or do. Something I don’t want to do, but must, though it breaks my heart.’

      ‘What are you saying, daughter?’ cried Daphne, hurrying forward.

      ‘You mean you don’t know why we’re here?’ said the Empress.

      ‘When I said that the war was over,’ Karalyn went on, ‘I was wrong. Mother reminded me, but she didn’t need to, I knew it all along. Only I can rescue Corthie.’

      ‘The Quadrant’s broken, Karalyn,’ said the Empress; ‘you told us yourself.’

      Karalyn shook her head. ‘I learned something when I was inside Racine’s mind. Agatha used the Quadrant in a completely different way from me; there was no voice for her; she used it like a machine. So how was I able to use it? I tried something, after killing the archmages; I went to Plateau City.’

      ‘We saw it,’ said Keir.

      ‘But did you understand that I was really there; physically there? I was standing on the roof of the Great Fortress, and felt the wind through my hair as I slaughtered the Rahain army. Don’t you see? I didn’t need the Quadrant to get there; I’ve never needed the Quadrant. The voice was inside me all along, and I only had to listen to it.’ Her eyes narrowed a little. ‘True, I needed power to do it, and that is one reason why I have asked you all here this evening; the other is to say goodbye.’

      Daphne’s mouth opened, and she staggered back a pace.

      ‘You can’t leave,’ said Kelsey; ‘what are you talking about? You have children who have just lost their father.’

      ‘I know that,’ Karalyn snapped, ‘but the alternative is to abandon Corthie forever. If there was any other way, I’d snatch at it. Can you think of one, Kelsey? Is there any other way to bring Corthie back?’

      Kelsey retreated a step, backing away from her sister’s rage.

      ‘Anyone?’ cried Karalyn, narrowing her eyes at the group gathered before her. Cael let out a cry from the cot, and she glanced at him, her anger dissolving. She lowered her head, tears streaming down her face. She picked Cael up, holding him as she wept, they leant down and gathered Kyra as well, her arms enfolding them. They seemed to pick up their mother’s distress, and both began to cry.

      Daphne tried to take Kyra, but Karalyn pushed her away. She sat on the edge of the fountain, a twin held to each shoulder as the others said nothing.

      The clearing fell into silence, broken only by the sound of Karalyn’s tears.

      ‘Very well,’ said Daphne; ‘you win, though I can see the pain that victory will cost you.’

      Karalyn raised her head. ‘You see there is no other way? If we want Corthie back, this is what I must do.’

      ‘I understand,’ she said as a tear rolled down her cheek, ‘but I have conditions.’ She held out her arms.

      Karalyn passed her Kyra and stood, wiping the tears from her face as she tucked Cael back into the pram.

      ‘Firstly,’ her mother said, ‘how do you intend to return? You say you can travel to Lostwell, but how will you and Corthie get back?’

      ‘The same way I’ll get there.’

      ‘But you said you required a lot of power. What if there are no mages around to provide it?’

      ‘The archmages said they obtained a Quadrant in Lostwell. If that’s what it takes, I’ll get one and learn how to use it properly.’

      Her mother shook her head. ‘Secondly, I want you back, with Corthie, within a third.’

      Karalyn gave her mother a sad smile. ‘I can’t promise that.’

      ‘As soon as you are able, though; you can pledge that, surely?’

      ‘Alright, I promise.’

      Her mother laid Kyra down in the pram next to Cael and lit a cigarette. Keir watched as her face grew more serious, as if she was, for the first time, beginning to understand her daughter’s plans.

      ‘Thirdly,’ she said, ‘I’m going with you.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘But you’ll need protection; no offence, Kara-bear, but you’re hardly a fighter.’

      ‘No. I’ve already thought about that, and I’ve decided on something that should solve a few of our problems at once.’ She gazed through the tress and her eyes glazed over for a second. ‘There. They should be along in a moment.’

      Daphne and the others turned to see a squad of marines march through the gardens, escorting two figures in chains. Keir gasped as he recognised Sable and Belinda.

      ‘I’m taking them with me,’ Karalyn said as the marines brought the two prisoners forward.

      ‘But you can’t trust them,’ said Daphne; ‘they’d betray you at the first opportunity.’

      ‘They won’t have the chance; their powers are under my control, and I can read their every thought.’

      The Empress frowned. ‘But why those two? The marines that escorted them would be a better choice in my view.’

      ‘And mine,’ said Daphne.

      Karalyn shook her head. ‘Belinda doesn’t belong here. It’s not her fault, but this is not her home. Tell me, your Majesty, what will you do with her if I leave her here? Execute her? Keep her in prison for the rest of her life, which could be centuries for all we know? She broke under extreme pressure, and I know how sorry she is.’

      Belinda looked up at the Empress, her eyes red.

      ‘Take her,’ said Bridget, shaking her head. ‘You’re right; she doesn’t belong here.’

      Belinda lowered her face.

      ‘My reason for bringing Sable is different,’ said Karalyn. ‘I truly believe Belinda can be redeemed, but Sable?’

      Sable spat on the ground. ‘I don’t want to be redeemed. I helped defeat the archmages; none of you can deny it, so why am I still in chains? What do you want from me?’

      ‘I’m taking you to Lostwell.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘You’re going to help me find my brother.’

      ‘I’m what? Wait, are you making me an offer? You need me to come along to find your brother? I could do that; what’s in it for me?’

      ‘Your life.’

      Sable pursed her lips as she glanced at the faces surrounding her. ‘Alright.’

      ‘Unchain them,’ said Karalyn.

      The marines looked to Carrie, who looked to the Empress.

      Bridget sighed. ‘Go on, do it.’

      The shackles were removed from the wrists and ankles of the two captives, while a couple of marines kept their crossbows trained on them.

      Karalyn nodded. ‘Now I need them both armed. We have no idea what we’ll be walking into when we get to Lostwell.’

      ‘This is insanity,’ muttered Kelsey, as the marines handed crossbows and short swords to Belinda and Sable.

      ‘What about food and water?’ said Daphne.

      Karalyn gestured to a large pack by the wheels of the pram. ‘Already prepared.’

      ‘I hope you’ve got some cigarettes and gin in there,’ said Sable, hefting her new sword.

      ‘Now,’ said Daphne, ‘onto the most important question; the twins.’

      Karalyn hesitated for a moment, raising a hand to her eyes as she closed them.

      ‘Don’t falter, Kara-bear,’ her mother said, ‘for if you do, then so will I.’

      Her daughter reached into the cot and picked up Kyra. ‘I know it’s a lot to ask, mother.’

      ‘I’ll help,’ said Jemma.

      Karalyn smiled. ‘Thank you,’ she said, her voice almost cracking.

      Kyra woke in her arms, and gazed up at her mother’s tear-stained face.

      ‘Don’t be sad,’ Karalyn said to her, ‘I won’t be gone long, and you’ll have lots of people here who will love you and look after you…’ She trailed off, as her eyes welled again.

      Kyra squirmed in her arms, then noticed Thorn standing close by, and stared at her. She cried out, and stretched her arms in the direction of the soulwitch. Karalyn stopped crying and watched.

      ‘She likes you, Thorn.’

      ‘She went into my head,’ the soulwitch said; ‘in the marshalling yard, after Lennox… when I healed her.’

      Karalyn narrowed her eyes as she watched Kyra reach out for Thorn. ‘She remembers. She can remember you helping her.’ She paused. ‘Do you want to hold her?’

      Thorn’s hand slipped from Keir’s and she stepped forward, her arms out-stretched. Karalyn kissed Kyra on the forehead, then passed her into Thorn’s arms. The child laughed and nestled in to Thorn’s shoulder as the soulwitch held her tight.

      ‘What’s happening?’ said Daphne.

      Karalyn tried to smile. ‘I think Kyra has chosen.’ She glanced at her brother. ‘What do you think?’

      ‘If Thorn’s happy, I’m happy,’ he said; ‘I’ll do whatever it takes to help you get our brother back. It would be an honour to look after the twins while you’re gone.’

      ‘Thank you, Keir.’

      He glanced at his wife. She caught his eyes, and nodded.

      Karalyn gathered Cael from the pram and walked over to Keir as the others watched. Keir swallowed as she approached. What did he know about looking after children? He began to panic. This was a terrible mistake; neither he nor Thorn knew the first thing about being parents, and Karalyn could be gone for thirds; if she ever returned at all.

      Cael was placed into his arms and he looked down at the face of the waking child. Despite himself, he smiled, and the child smiled back, and Keir felt something change within him; a love for this small, fragile being, his sister’s son. He grinned at Thorn.

      ‘I don’t believe this,’ said Jemma. ‘Keir already has a son of his own; one he has neglected for over a year and a half, leaving me to change his nappies and get up in the middle of the night.’ She glared at him. ‘Where were you when I needed you? Where were you when I was crying myself to sleep every night? And now you want everyone else to think of you as some kind of selfless hero, ready to make sacrifices so you and your wife can care for Karalyn’s children. What about your own?’

      Keir stared at her for a moment as no one else spoke.

      ‘You shame me,’ he said, his arms clutching onto Cael, ‘and I deserve it. Every word you said is true. I’m sorry, Jemma, for everything. If you’ll let me, I’ll try to make amends, I promise; but I’ll understand if you want Cole to have nothing to do with me.’

      Jemma said nothing for a long moment as she stared at him.

      ‘Tomorrow morning,’ she said, her words slow as if it pained her to say them, ‘I’ll bring Cole to you; and we’ll see.’

      Keir nodded, his emotions racing with the thought that in a few moments, he had gone from no children, to having to care for three.

      ‘We’ll all help,’ said his mother; ‘we’ll be here for you.’

      Karalyn placed one hand onto Keir, the other onto Thorn. ‘I’m putting in a few protections for you,’ she said. ‘As you know, the twins already have dream powers, and they like to let their thoughts roam, especially at night. This will stop them getting too deep into your minds. And remember, they pick up on what others around them are feeling.’ She smiled. ‘So try not to argue too much in front of them.’

      ‘We’ll try,’ said Thorn, returning her smile, ‘but I warn you; I love fiercely, and I already know that my heart will break when the time comes to hand the twins back to you.’

      Karalyn embraced them, and Keir put his left arm over her shoulder as his right held Cael.

      He kissed his sister’s cheek. ‘Good luck, Karalyn.’

      She turned to Kelsey, who was standing to Keir’s left. ‘Sister.’

      Kelsey half-smiled. ‘I thought you were going to forget to say goodbye to me.’

      ‘I wish we’d had more time to start afresh, Kelsey.’

      ‘Then find our little brother, and come back.’ She raised her arms and the sisters embraced.

      Karalyn nodded and pulled away, tears silently rolling down her face. She walked back to where Belinda and Sable were standing, a row of marines at their back. The Empress, Shella and Daphne were waiting for her.

      ‘Are you ready?’ said Bridget. ‘Do you need anything to prepare for the journey?’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘I have everything I need.’ She glanced back at the twins, then looked away, closing her eyes.

      ‘Go, then,’ said the Empress, placing a hand on her shoulder. ‘Find Corthie, and return to us. And be careful with those two; I know you have a generous and forgiving heart, but don’t let them take advantage of that.’

      Karalyn nodded.

      ‘Kick the ass of whoever took your brother,’ Shella said, taking her hand, ‘and we’ll throw a huge party for your return.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Her mother was the last in line. Daphne stared at her daughter.

      ‘It’s alright, mother,’ Karalyn said. ‘I’ll be alright.’

      Daphne burst into tears. Karalyn held her. ‘Don’t cry, mother.’

      ‘You’re right,’ Daphne said; ‘I’m sorry. I need to be strong.’

      ‘I’m sure the world will survive for one day if you let your guard down,’ her daughter said. ‘Not everything is your responsibility.’

      Daphne wiped her face and nodded through her tears. ‘Just bring my boy back.’

      Karalyn stood back, and glanced at Sable and Belinda. The two released captives had been fitted with fresh leather armour, and each had a crossbow slung over their shoulder, as well as a sword strapped to their waists. Karalyn picked up the bag from under the pram, then hesitated. She reached into the blankets and picked up a small wooden object, a carved figure of a bear. It was standing on its hind legs, its forearms raised, and its jaws open. She slipped it onto her pocket, then walked over to stand by Belinda.

      The twins started to cry in the arms of Thorn and Keir as they watched their mother turn away.

      ‘It’s alright, little one,’ said Thorn, rocking Kyra.

      Karalyn positioned herself between Belinda and Sable. She glanced over at her family, her eyes red with tears; and Keir felt her reach out, gathering some of the power from the mages that were present; then all three vanished.

      Daphne fell to the ground, the sound of her weeping rising up through the clearing as the sun fell below the mountains, casting the gardens into thick shadow. Shella knelt by her old friend, holding her as she dissolved into tears.

      ‘It’s done,’ said the Empress.

      ‘What now?’ said Ravi.

      ‘Now we carry on, Engineer.’

      ‘What, am I an Imperial Engineer now?’

      ‘Aye,’ Bridget said, turning and beginning to walk from the clearing, ‘And that means I expect you to get to work right away; there’s a lot to do.’

      The others followed the Empress from the area by the fountain, leaving Keir and Thorn standing by Daphne as she wept in Shella’s embrace.

      ‘Let’s go home,’ said Thorn, her eyes fixed on Kyra. ‘The twins are hungry.’

      Keir glanced at her. ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Let’s go home.’
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